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For The Road To Recovery: Main Street SMBs And Closing The Cash Flow Gap, 

PYMNTS, in collaboration with Visa, surveyed a panel of 359 U.S. SMBs across 

26 industries to learn more about how the businesses that line Main Street, 

U.S.A., have been working to mitigate the COVID-19 pandemic’s toll on their 

financial stability. We focused our analysis on Main Street SMBs, those gen-

erating less than $10 million in annual revenue and maintaining at least one 

brick-and-mortar location in a commercial area as opposed to in a residential 

area or their owners’ domiciles.
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T
o gauge the economic health and vitality of local economies, one 

need look no further than the financial stability of the small and  

medium-sized businesses that line the main streets and side streets  

of communities across the nation. A bustling Main Street signals a 

vibrant and financially strong local community – and a financially sound and con-

fident consumer base driving foot traffic and daily sales to those businesses. Many 

Main Street SMBs and the communities they serve were strong, healthy and confi-

dent for the better part of the last decade and the start of 2020. 

That all changed in early March as the 

pandemic-fueled economic lockdown 

forced the temporary closure of ample 

Main Street SMBs overnight. 

The loss of the foot traffic that drove 

their daily sales and kept their busi-

nesses running was abruptly shut off, 

leaving many Main Street SMBs ill-

equipped to withstand the cash flow 

challenges that remain four months 

after the World Health Organiza-

tion (WHO) first declared COVID-19’s 

spread a pandemic. Main Street SMBs 

hunkered down for what they thought 

was a hiatus of a couple of weeks or 

months until the virus passed or was 

brought under control. 

The result of that is a Main Street SMB 

sector that is no longer financially 

strong due to lockdown-imposed 

cash flow challenges. Seventy-six per-

cent of Main Street SMBs that PYMNTS 

surveyed on June 18, 2020, faced 

cash flow shortages as a result of the 

pandemic. This study, done in collab-

oration with Visa, also shows that 18 

percent struggle with cash flow short-

ages on a frequent basis.

TABLE OF  

CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           02

Key findings  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          05

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            27

Methodology  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          28

The Road To Recovery: Main Street SMBs And Closing  
The Cash Flow Gap was done in collaboration with Visa,  
and PYMNTS is grateful for the company's support  
and insight. PYMNTS.com retains full editorial control  
over the following findings, methodology and data analysis.

Main Street SMBs  
And Closing The  
Cash Flow GapTHE  

ROAD  
TO  

RECOVERY 

http://www.pymnts.com


 04 03

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

Main Street SMBs across the United 

States are slowly reopening, and 

many are turning to digital tools to 

help boost sales and accelerate cash 

flows, addressing foot traffic declines 

arising amid the pandemic. Contact-

less and touchless payments, shifting 

sales online to marketplaces and inte-

grating order-ahead for delivery and 

curbside pickup are a few of the digital 

techniques and strategies Main Street 

SMBs have adopted to make their 

products and services more acces-

sible and safe for both consumers  

and employees. 

One of the digital tools in which Main 

Street SMBs show great interest is real-

time merchant fund settlement. Nine 

out of 10 surveyed Main Street SMBs 

would consider using real-time settle-

ment capabilities if available, and four 

out of 10 surveyed Main Street SMBs 

say they would be “very” or “extremely 

interested” in switching to point-of-

sale (POS) providers or acquirers that 

offer that capability. For Main Street 

SMBs, whose only other reliable go-to 

sources of liquidity now might be per-

sonal savings, personal credit cards 

and/or conserving cash by pushing 

out the payment of rent and delaying 

vendor payments, real-time settle-

ment is viewed as a welcome lifeline 

at a time when 60 percent of surveyed 

Main Street SMBs also say that their 

survival is uncertain. 

These are only a few of the findings 

from this PYMNTS and Visa study on 

how the global pandemic is impact-

ing Main Street SMBs’ cash flows 

and the digital tools and payment  

methods that these businesses are 

using or show interest in using as 

they restart and reinvent themselves. 

PYMNTS has surveyed more than 

1,600 Main Street SMBs since March 6 

to get their firsthand accounts on how 

the pandemic is affecting their oper-

ations and the steps they are taking 

to stay afloat. This latest collaboration  

 

 

analyzes the results of a study fielded 

on June 18 to an additional 359 Main 

Street SMBs across the U.S. to under-

stand the pandemic’s impact on their 

cash flows and the steps they might 

have to take to fill their cash flow gaps. 

This is what we learned. 

9OUT  
OF10  
MAIN STREET 
SMBs WOULD 
CONSIDER USING 
REAL-TIME 
SETTLEMENT 
CAPABILITIES  
IF AVAILABLE
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SEVENTY-SIX PERCENT  

OF MAIN STREET SMBs REPORT  
HAVING CASH FLOW SHORTAGES  
DURING THE LAST FOUR MONTHS. 

Slow sales and shrinking revenues have led to widespread cash flow 

shortages for Main Street SMBs over the course of the pandemic.  

Seventy-six percent of Main Street SMBs report having at least occa-

sional cash flow issues since the pandemic began. Eighteen percent 

have experienced frequent cash flow shortages during the pandemic, 

31 percent sometimes experienced cash flow shortages and nearly 

28 percent have experienced occasional cash flow shortages during  

that time. 

Among the 49 percent of Main Street SMBs that report cash flow chal-

lenges “sometimes” or “frequently,” 53 percent cite the pandemic as 

the primary contributing factor — or even the sole cause — of their 

financial challenges. Thirty percent say that their cash flow short-

ages are the sole result of the pandemic. Another 24 percent say 

that they typically deal with cash flow issues around this time of the 

year, but noted that this year these cash flow shortages are more 

severe as a result of the pandemic and its impact on their ability to  

serve customers.  

FIGURE 1:	

Why Main Street SMBs report experiencing cash flow shortages 
Share that have experienced cash flow shortages with select frequencies during the last four months
 

Share experiencing cash flow shortages “sometimes” or “frequently” that do or do not attribute their cash flow  
shortages to the pandemic 
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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THIRTY-SEVEN PERCENT OF MAIN STREET SMBs  
THAT HAVE EXPERIENCED CASH FLOW ISSUES  

HAVE TAPPED PERSONAL FUNDS TO FILL  
CASH FLOW GAPS, AND NEARLY ONE-QUARTER  

ASK FAMILY AND FRIENDS FOR LOANS. 

As Main Street SMBs’ cash flow chal-

lenges mount, many find they have 

limited means of accessing working 

capital to plug the holes. Many are 

therefore forced to cover expenses 

with their own personal funds. 

Our study shows that 37 percent of 

these cash-strapped Main Street 

SMBs that have experienced cash 

flow shortages within the past four 

months are tapping their personal 

funds to cover those shortages. 

Another 26 percent use their per-

sonal credit cards to do so and 23 

percent ask family members or 

friends for help. Many Main Street 

SMB owners say they plan to apply 

for personal loans to help fund their 

businesses: 21 percent did so, but 

applicants cannot be sure of whether 

or not they will be approved.  

Supplementing revenues with per-

sonal funds is often not enough to 

keep their finances in check, how-

ever. Many Main Street SMBs also 

delay supplier, utility and employee 

payments to conserve cash, shift-

ing their cash flow challenges to 

others out of sheer necessity. Our 

survey reveals that 18 percent of 

Main Street SMBs experiencing 

cash flow shortages are purposely 

delaying their supplier payments to 

help mitigate those shortages while 

20 percent are delaying payments 

to their employees for the same 

reason. This desire to boost cash 

reserves is also driving 20 percent of 

Main Street SMBs to work to accel-

erate their customers’ payments. 

FIGURE 2:	

How Main Street SMBs are responding to their cash flow shortages 
Share that have responded to cash flow shortages in select manners
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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MORE THAN NINE OUT OF  

EVERY 10 MAIN STREET SMBs WANT  
ACCESS TO REAL-TIME SETTLEMENT  

OF MERCHANT FUNDS.  

Main Street SMBs express an almost universal desire to settle their 

sales in real time. Our survey shows that 91 percent are at least slightly 

interested in that feature or have access to it and use it. Only 9 percent 

of Main Street SMBs not only have no access to real-time settlement 

capabilities but also have no interest in using it.  

Main Street SMBs’ interest in real-time settlement capabilities cor-

relates with the frequency of their cash flow shortages. Those that 

reported cash flow shortages at least occasionally during the last four 

months are the most interested. Our research shows that 59 percent 

of Main Street SMBs that have “sometimes” experienced cash flow 

shortages and 50 percent of those that have “occasionally” experi-

enced cash flow shortages express the most interest.  

The 9 percent of Main Street SMBs that express little to no interest in 

real-time settlement are those whose businesses are more financially 

stable. Even among this financially stable group, however, 47 percent 

report being at least “somewhat” interested in it.  

FIGURE 3:	

Main Street SMBs’ interest in real-time settlement 
Share that cite select levels of interest
 

Share that cite select levels of interest, by frequency of cash flow shortages in the past four months
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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MORE THAN HALF OF MAIN STREET SMBs  

THAT WANT REAL-TIME SETTLEMENT ACCESS  
WANT IT TO IMPROVE THEIR CASH FLOWS  

AND BE ABLE TO SETTLE 24/7 YEAR-ROUND.

Main Street SMBs are interested in real-time settlement to improve 

cash flows and access funds anytime, with 58 percent and 57 percent 

citing these, respectively. We also find that 28 percent of Main Street 

SMBs are interested in real-time settlement capabilities because they 

currently do not have access to a working line of capital and 22 per-

cent are interested because they believe it would help them pay their 

vendors on time. 

FIGURE 4:	

Main Street SMBs’ reasons for being interested in real-time settlement 
Share that cite select reasons for having interest in real-time settlement capabilities
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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CONCERNS OVER CHARGEBACKS AND COSTS  
KEEP SOME MAIN STREET SMBs FROM  

EXPLORING REAL-TIME SETTLEMENT OPTIONS.

Very few Main Street SMBs lack interest in real-time settlement 

capabilities, but those that are uninterested and do not have cash 

flow problems tend to cite fees and chargebacks as their reasons. 

Twenty-seven percent of Main Street SMBs that are not interested in 

real-time settlement capabilities say it is because they do not want to 

pay added fees, while 26 percent worry about having to pay for charge-

backs and refunds. Many Main Street SMBs that are uninterested also 

say it is because they either do not trust or do not understand how 

real-time settlement works. These reasons are cited by 17 percent and 

11 percent of uninterested Main Street SMBs, respectively.

FIGURE 5:	

Main Street SMBs’ lack of interest in real-time settlement 
Share that cite select reasons for being uninterested in real-time settlement capabilities
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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FORTY-TWO PERCENT OF MAIN STREET SMBs  
WOULD SWITCH TO A NEW POS PROVIDER  

TO ACQUIRE REAL-TIME SETTLEMENT  
CAPABILITIES.

Approximately 91 percent of all Main Street SMBs are interested in 

real-time settlement capabilities, and a strong majority would con-

sider switching POS providers to access them. Our study finds that 42 

percent of all Main Street SMBs would be “very” or “extremely inter-

ested” in switching POS providers or acquirers for real-time settlement 

capabilities. Forty-four percent are “somewhat” or “slightly interested” 

in doing so. 

FIGURE 6:	

How many Main Street SMBs might be interested in switching acquirers or payment processors 
Share that cite select levels of interest in switching for real-time settlement capabilities  
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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REAL ESTATE AND TECHNOLOGY FIRMS  

ARE MOST LIKELY TO SWITCH  
TO ACQUIRERS OR PROCESSORS THAT CAN  

OFFER THEM REAL-TIME SETTLEMENT OPTIONS. 

Most Main Street SMBs would consider switching POS providers or 

acquirers for real-time settlement options, but those in the real estate 

and technology industries find the proposition especially appealing. 

Our research indicates that 55 percent of real estate firms and 52 per-

cent of technology firms would be “very” or “extremely interested” in 

switching acquirers or payment processors for real-time settlement 

options. Thirty-two percent of Main Street SMBs in the retail trade 

industry and 35 percent of those in the professional services industry 

say the same.

FIGURE 7:	

How many Main Street SMBs might be interested in switching acquirers or payment processors 
Share that cite select levels of interest in switching for real-time settlement capabilities, by industry
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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MAIN STREET SMBs THAT HAVE TO WAIT  
FOUR OR MORE DAYS TO ACCESS FUNDS  

ARE THE MOST INTERESTED IN  
SWITCHING PROVIDERS TO GET  

REAL-TIME SETTLEMENT SERVICES. 

The longer Main Street SMBs have to wait for their transactions to 

settle, the more interested they tend to be in real-time settlement 

capabilities. Those at which transactions typically settle in four or 

more business days are the most interested of all, with 63 percent 

being “very” or “extremely interested.” This compares to 44 percent of 

Main Street SMBs that say that it takes two to three days for funds to 

settle. More than three in 10 Main Street SMBs that receive next-day 

funds are also “very” or “extremely interested” in real-time settlement 

capabilities. 

FIGURE 8:	

How Main Street SMBs’ current transaction settlement speeds impact their willingness to switch acquirers  
or payment processors 
Share that cite select levels of interest in switching for real-time settlement capabilities, by settlement speed
 

Source: PYMNTS.com
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CASH FLOW MATTERS BECAUSE  
THE AVERAGE MAIN STREET SMB  

DOES NOT EXPECT ITS BUSINESS TO RECOVER  
FROM THE PANDEMIC’S IMPACT  

UNTIL AT LEAST Q1 2021.

We have seen Main Street SMBs come to grips with the pandemic’s 

realities throughout the Main Street SMB study series. The average 

Main Street SMB now believes it will take 222 days — until the early 

part of Q1 2021 — before their sales will recover from the pandemic- 

related slump. That is in sharp contrast to what Main Street SMBs 

reported from March to May and serves as an indicator of how these 

Main Street SMBs view their financial stability.  

FIGURE 9:	

How long Main Street SMBs expect the pandemic to impact their bottom lines1 
Average number of days Main Street SMBs expect it to take for their local economies and their revenues to recover
 

Average number of days SMBs expect it to take for their local economies and their revenues to recover, by stability
 

Source: PYMNTS.com

1 Our study defines stable Main Street SMBs as those that are “very” or “extremely confident” that they will be able to remain open through the end of the 
pandemic, while unstable Main Street SMBs are “slightly” or “not at all confident” that they will be able to remain open. Those that report feeling “some-
what confident” are classified as unsure Main Street SMBs.
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MAIN STREET SMBs ARE ADOPTING  
DIGITAL METHODS TO MAKE SALES  

AND FILL CASH FLOW GAPS  
AS THEY RESTART THEIR BUSINESSES.   

Main Street SMBs have quickly adopted a number of digital tools to 

boost sales, improve operating efficiency and make consumers feel 

safe. Main Street SMBs that characterize themselves as unsure about 

being able to stay open through the end of the pandemic report more 

reasons for adopting digital innovations than those that are either 

stable or unstable. Unsure Main Street SMBs are the most likely to 

have adopted digital innovations for faster transaction settlements, for 

example, with 59 percent citing this. Unsure Main Street SMBs are also 

the most likely to have adopted digital innovations to attract new cus-

tomers and reach consumers who are still uncomfortable shopping in 

physical stores. These factors are cited by 45 percent and 48 percent 

of unsure Main Street SMBs, respectively. 

Stable businesses are far less likely than unsure Main Street SMBs to 

cite all of these factors as motivators for enhancing their digital capa-

bilities. Only 41 percent of Main Street SMBs that have adopted new 

digital tools that were stable before the pandemic began report adopt-

ing new digital capabilities to facilitate faster transaction settlements 

and just 40 percent report doing so to attract new customers. 
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FIGURE 11:	

Why Main Street SMBs have enhanced their digital presences during the pandemic  
Share that cite select reasons for adopting digital capabilities, by pre-pandemic stability
 

FIGURE 10:	

Why Main Street SMBs have enhanced their digital presences during the pandemic  
Share that cite select reasons for adopting digital capabilities 
 

Source: PYMNTS.comSource: PYMNTS.com
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METHODOLOGY

PYMNTS issued a survey to 359 SMBs on June 18 as a fol-

low-up to its March 23, April 6, April 20 and May 8 surveys, 

which examined how small U.S. firms were coping with 

cash flow shortfalls amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Our 

survey was limited to Main Street SMBs, those generating 

less than $10 million in annual revenue that also maintain 

a brick-and-mortar presence in commercial areas. SMBs 

did not qualify if they only had physical stores in residen-

tial neighborhoods or if they were operated out of their 

owners’ domiciles. The Main Street SMBs in our final sam-

ple hailed from 26 industries, with our analysis focusing 

on the frequency with which they have experienced cash 

flow shortages during the past four months, the tech-

nologies and strategies they have implemented to help 

mitigate these shortages and their interest in maintain-

ing those operational changes after their local economies 

have recovered from the pandemic’s impact. 

CONCLUSION
T

he COVID-19 pandemic has radically 

altered the way Main Street SMBs across 

the United States operate. The wide-

spread decrease in consumer spending has 

caused an equally pronounced cash flow crunch that 

the businesses down Main Street, U.S.A., are struggling 

to mitigate. Faced with the prospect of going another 

seven months before they expect their local economies 

and revenues to recover, Main Street SMBs are turning 

to an assortment of tools and strategies — including 

adopting new digital capabilities, delaying and speed-

ing payments and considering switching POS providers 

for real-time settlement options — to survive and, if 

possible, thrive. 

Many of these changes could be permanent. Not only 

have Main Street SMBs adopted tools such as digital 

purchasing options, invoicing and mobile order-ahead 

for curbside pick-up options, but a strong majority has 

added a wide array of new digital capabilities that they 

plan to keep long after the pandemic’s impact on local 

economies and businesses has ended. 

Main Street SMBs  
And Closing The  
Cash Flow GapTHE  

ROAD  
TO  

RECOVERY 



 30 29

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

PYMNTS.com is where the best minds and the best content meet on 
the web to learn about “What’s Next” in payments and commerce. 
Our interactive platform is reinventing the way in which companies 
in payments share relevant information about the initiatives that 
shape the future of this dynamic sector and make news. Our data 
and analytics team includes economists, data scientists and indus-
try analysts who work with companies to measure and quantify the 
innovation that is at the cutting edge of this new world.

Visa Inc. (NYSE:V) is a global payments technology company that con-
nects consumers, businesses, financial institutions and governments 
in more than 200 countries and territories to fast, secure and reliable 
electronic payments. The company operates one of the world’s most 
advanced processing networks — VisaNet — that is capable of handling 
more than 65,000 transaction messages a second, with fraud protec-
tion for consumers and assured payment for merchants. Visa is not a 
bank and does not issue cards, extend credit or set rates and fees for 
consumers. Visa’s innovations, however, enable its financial institution 
customers to offer consumers more choices: pay now with debit, pay 
ahead with prepaid or pay later with credit products. For more infor-
mation, visit usa.visa.com/about-visa, visacorporate.tumblr.com and  
@VisaNews.

The Road To Recovery: Main Street SMBs And Closing The Cash Flow Gap may be updated 
periodically. While reasonable efforts are made to keep the content accurate and up-to-
date, PYMNTS.COM: MAKES NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS 
OR IMPLIED, REGARDING THE CORRECTNESS, ACCURACY, COMPLETENESS, ADEQUACY, 
OR RELIABILITY OF OR THE USE OF OR RESULTS THAT MAY BE GENERATED FROM THE 
USE OF THE INFORMATION OR THAT THE CONTENT WILL SATISFY YOUR REQUIREMENTS 
OR EXPECTATIONS. THE CONTENT IS PROVIDED “AS IS” AND ON AN “AS AVAILABLE” BASIS. 
YOU EXPRESSLY AGREE THAT YOUR USE OF THE CONTENT IS AT YOUR SOLE RISK. PYMNTS.
COM SHALL HAVE NO LIABILITY FOR ANY INTERRUPTIONS IN THE CONTENT THAT IS PRO-
VIDED AND DISCLAIMS ALL WARRANTIES WITH REGARD TO THE CONTENT, INCLUDING 
THE IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY AND FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PUR-
POSE, AND NON-INFRINGEMENT AND TITLE. SOME JURISDICTIONS DO NOT ALLOW THE 
EXCLUSION OF CERTAIN WARRANTIES, AND, IN SUCH CASES, THE STATED EXCLUSIONS DO 
NOT APPLY. PYMNTS.COM RESERVES THE RIGHT AND SHOULD NOT BE LIABLE SHOULD IT 
EXERCISE ITS RIGHT TO MODIFY, INTERRUPT, OR DISCONTINUE THE AVAILABILITY OF THE 
CONTENT OR ANY COMPONENT OF IT WITH OR WITHOUT NOTICE. 

PYMNTS.COM SHALL NOT BE LIABLE FOR ANY DAMAGES WHATSOEVER, AND, IN PARTICU-
LAR, SHALL NOT BE LIABLE FOR ANY SPECIAL, INDIRECT, CONSEQUENTIAL, OR INCIDENTAL 
DAMAGES, OR DAMAGES FOR LOST PROFITS, LOSS OF REVENUE, OR LOSS OF USE, ARISING 
OUT OF OR RELATED TO THE CONTENT, WHETHER SUCH DAMAGES ARISE IN CONTRACT, 
NEGLIGENCE, TORT, UNDER STATUTE, IN EQUITY, AT LAW, OR OTHERWISE, EVEN IF PYMNTS.
COM HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES. 

SOME JURISDICTIONS DO NOT ALLOW FOR THE LIMITATION OR EXCLUSION OF LIABILITY 
FOR INCIDENTAL OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, AND IN SUCH CASES SOME OF THE ABOVE 
LIMITATIONS DO NOT APPLY. THE ABOVE DISCLAIMERS AND LIMITATIONS ARE PROVIDED BY 
PYMNTS.COM AND ITS PARENTS, AFFILIATED AND RELATED COMPANIES, CONTRACTORS, 
AND SPONSORS, AND EACH OF ITS RESPECTIVE DIRECTORS, OFFICERS, MEMBERS, EMPLOY-
EES, AGENTS, CONTENT COMPONENT PROVIDERS, LICENSORS, AND ADVISERS. 

Components of the content original to and the compilation produced by PYMNTS.COM is the 
property of PYMNTS.COM and cannot be reproduced without its prior written permission. 

DISCLAIMER

http://www.pymnts.com
http://usa.visa.com/about-visa
http://visacorporate.tumblr.com
https://twitter.com/visanews?lang=en



