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Introduction

March 2020 – Business Expectations of the
Impact of COVID-19

COVID-19 has significantly impacted on businesses
and workers over the last three months, with most
business predictions reported back in March playing
out across the sectors. Businesses have had to make
big changes to their workforce, both in terms of the
number of workers and the hours they work.
Businesses have also had to adjust the way they work,
with thousands of workers moving to a working from
home environment overnight.

On 1 March Australia recorded its first COVID-19
fatality. Just ten days later on the 11th March the
World Health Organisation declared COVID-19 a
pandemic and businesses, governments and citizens
across the world were had with much uncertainty,
fear and panic taking place across the globe as the
virus began to take hold. The Australian government
responded swiftly to the pandemic, banning large
gatherings and imposing trade restrictions. By the end
of March, Australia had closed its borders and
thousands of workers had been stood down as
businesses closed their doors or significantly reduced
operations.

They have also had to adjust how and what goods and
services they deliver and how they deliver these to
continue to operate, adapting not only to regulations
and trading restrictions but also changes in consumer
demand and preferences. At the same time as having
to navigate and adjust to a new operational
environment, businesses have also had to look for
ways to adjust their financial arrangements by
renegotiating lease agreements, deferring loan
repayments and deferring or bringing forward
investment plans.

In response to the trading restrictions and
plummeting demand in certain sectors the Australian
Government announced various business assistance
packages in an effort to keep businesses ‘hibernating’
until it was safe to operate again. Assistance included
the originally costed $130bn JobKeeper wage subsidy
package; increasing the instant asset write-off
threshold 1; investment incentives through
depreciation deductions; and support for cash flow
through credit guarantees for SMEs. The private
sector also stepped with a number of financial
institutions establishing measures to support
businesses and individuals. At the same time landlords
were offering rent relief to affected businesses and a
mandatory code of conduct for SME commercial
leases was put in place by the National Cabinet. In
addition the RBA implemented a number of actions to
support the economy including lowering the cash rate
to an historical low of 0.25%.

This research brief provides an overview of the state
of businesses in Australia throughout the COVID-19
pandemic from mid-March through to latest business
impacts in June. The immediate impacts resulting
from the crisis are reviewed, and the extent to which
businesses have responded to these impacts including
changes to their workforce and the take up of
supports available and where they are seeking advice
from and how their business operations and practices
have changed. The extent to which such impacts and
responses vary by business size and industry are
examined and how these differences are likely to
impact on the future success or otherwise of these
businesses.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) also reacted
swiftly and in March had implemented a number of
new data collections to inform the impact of the
pandemic. This includes the Business Impacts of

1

The instant asset write-off threshold was increased from $30,000
to $150,000 with eligibility for businesses with annual turnover of
<$500m (previously $50m). This policy was initially set to end on
the 30 June but has since been extended to 30 December 2020.
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COVID-19 survey 2, with the first survey in the field by
the 16th March.

two weeks, with ‘Closures’ being the most common
additional impact in the coming months.

As of the middle of March 86% of surveyed Australian
businesses expected to be impacted by COVID-19 in
future months, with almost 50% having already
experienced an impact in the previous two weeks
(pre-23rd March). Businesses across all industries and
by business size reported such effects, with the
greatest immediate impacts, not surprisingly, felt by
those operating in the accommodation and food
services sector (78%). Arts and recreation services,
Healthcare and social assistance, and Retail trade and
Wholesale trade also reported high levels of
immediate adverse effects.

April 2020 - Early Impacts and Response of
Australian Businesses
April saw the number of COVID-19 case numbers head
north of 6,000 across Australia, with greater social
distancing measures imposed and Governments’
continuing to encourage and limit travel and
engagements, particularly over the Easter and ANZAC
holiday periods. Businesses began to respond to the
restrictions, with many facing forced closures and
hibernation periods. The Australian workforce began
to change rapidly, with remote working a new norm.
Layoffs also increased, with casual workers and
women being particularly vulnerable and businesses
shed more than 600,000 workers. Businesses faced an
unthinkable new world with impacts on supply chains,
changed markets and production methods.

For large industries such as Construction (45%),
Manufacturing (43%), and Mining (37%) the
immediate adverse impacts were somewhat lower.
Professional, scientific & technical services (21%)
reported the lowest immediate impact. However,
over 80% of businesses across these industries
reported that they expected COVID-19 to adversely
impact their business in the months ahead.

Business responses: Workforce changes by business
size and by industry
In the two weeks to the 3rd April, 47% of businesses
surveyed reported that they had changed their
workforce as a result of COVID-19. This was higher for
larger businesses 3 (70% for those employing 200 or
more employees; 68% for businesses with 20-199
employees), suggesting that larger businesses have a
greater ability to adapt quickly, which is likely to be
driven by the sectors that many of these large
businesses are operating in and the ability of their
workers to move to a working from home
arrangement.

Reduced local demand was the most commonly
reported immediate impact (82%), with such rates
expected to continue in the months ahead, with staff
shortages (59%) being the next largest factor.
Reduced international demand, reduced supply levels,
increased supply costs are also areas of impact. An
ABS word cloud shows that ‘Cash Flow issues’ was the
most common theme identified by businesses as an
additional impact due to COVID-19 over the previous

Figure 1: Experienced and expected impacts in the two weeks to 23rd March 2020 as a result of COVID-19,
Australia
Experienced impacts of the last two weeks

Expected impacts in coming months

Source: ABS cat 5676.0.55.003

ABS cat 5676.0.55.003 - Business Indicators, Business Impacts of
COVID-19, March 2020, see
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/5676.0.55.003?O
penDocument
3 Here, business size is determined by the number of employees.
Businesses employing between 0-19 employees are deemed to be

small businesses, 20-199 employees as medium sized businesses,
and 200+ as large businesses. Given that over 97% of businesses
are small businesses, there is little variation between the total
figures reported here and the figures reported for small
businesses.

2

2

7th July 2020

Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre Research Brief COVID-19 #7

29% of businesses in this sector placing staff on paid
leave (Panel d of Figure 3). No other sector reported
this level of response, particularly in relation to
standing workers. The casual nature of the workforce
in this industry, with many ineligible for the Jobkeeper
payments no doubt played a significant role in these
initial business responses in the hospitality sector 6.

This greater flexibility by large businesses is evident
across all domains of workforce changes, but is
particularly evident in the ability to change work
location where 62% of businesses employing 200 or
more workers changed staff work location (Figure 3).
This compares to 24% for small businesses (0-19
employees), and 46% for medium sized businesses
(employing between 20-199 employees). Working
from other locations is a greater challenge for many
small businesses, given that local markets are often
critical for businesses of this size. 4 And for many
businesses, particularly those in the service sector,
face-to-face contact is central to service delivery.
Furthermore, previous BCEC research 5 assessing the
digital divide in WA showed that large businesses
were more likely to use internet activities to enable
flexible work, including working from home and from
other locations. Figure 2 also shows that small
businesses were also less likely to temporarily reduce
staff work hours, place staff on leave (paid and
unpaid), or hire new workers or increase work hours,
where such needs were required.

The Education and training sector saw 54% of
businesses temporarily reduce staff work hours, with
51% of businesses in the sector changing staff work
location. The ability to switch to online learning would
have been critical factor for being able to achieve this.
However, more than one-fifth of businesses in this
sector also reported standing staff down, also
signalling the large pool of short-term casual workers
operating here.
Mining businesses also showed a large take up of
working from home (47%), as did Health care and
social assistance (42%) and Financial and Insurance
services (39%). Businesses in the Health care sector
also reported a large take up of temporarily reducing
staff work hours (44%), third only to the
Accommodation and food (70%) and Education and
training (54%) sectors.

At an industry level, and as expected, the most
notable changes were for the Accommodation and
food services, with 70% temporarily reducing staff
work hours, 43% placing staff on unpaid leave, and

Figure 2: Workforce changes in the two weeks to 3rd April 2020 as a result of COVID-19, Australia

Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, April 2020

Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre, Focus on Western Australia
Report Series, No. 11, May 2018.
6
Cassells & Duncan (2020) JobKeepers and JobSeekers: How many
workers will lose and how many will gain? BCEC COVID-19
Research Brief

4

See for example, Bond-Smith S, Duncan A, Kiely D, Leong K,
Nguyen, H, and Ong R (2017), ‘The Engine Room for Growth? The
Role, Performance and Future Prospects of Small Business in
Western Australia’, Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre, Focus on
Western Australia Report Series, No. 9, May 2017.
5
Bond-Smith S, Duncan A, Kiely D, and Salazar S (2018), ‘Falling
Through the Net: The Digital Divide in Western Australia’,
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Figure 3: Workforce changes in the two weeks to 3rd April 2020 as a result of COVID-19, Australia
a) By Business Size

b) Finance, Health & Professionals

c) Construction Mining & Manufacturing

d) Education, Retail &
Accommodation and Food

Note: Results relate to those businesses that were trading businesses at the time the survey was conducted.
Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, April 2020

At an industry level, Accommodation and food
services (Panel e) is particularly striking, with 96% of
businesses reporting a reduction in
turnover/cashflow, 91% reporting a reduction in
demand for products or services, and 49% reporting
difficulty in sourcing stock or raw materials. Education
and training and Health care services (both Panel g)
also saw a higher than average share of businesses
reporting Operation Impacts due to COVID-19.

Operational Impacts and Initial Business Response
In addition to workforce changes, what else can be
said in terms of the operational impact on businesses
and the way businesses initially reacted to the
changes forced upon them by COVID-19? And which
businesses were better placed to respond? Figure 4
examines these questions from the perspective of the
operational impacts and business management
response to COVID-19 for the period to 3rd April 2020.

Looking at the Business Management Response
(Figure 4, Column 2), large businesses again show a
greater ability to respond quickly to change. This is
particularly evident for changing the method of
delivery of products or services (48% of large
businesses relative to 38% of small businesses),
deferred loan repayments (33% of large businesses
relative to 24% of small businesses) and also in
introducing new products. However, large businesses
were less likely to defer or cancel investment plans
(12% of large businesses relative to 16% of small
businesses).

Larger businesses appear to fair better on these
metrics. For example, from an operational impacts
perspective (Figure 4, Column 1) 52% of large business
reported a reduction in turnover/cashflow, compared
to 66% of small businesses (Panel a), with the former
also more likely to see an increase in turnover (10%
compared to 4% of small businesses). Fewer large
businesses also reported a reduction in demand for
their products of services (53% compared to 64% of
small businesses). However, larger businesses were
more likely to experience difficulty in sourcing stock or
raw materials, with such businesses likely to be more
exposed to supply chain issues resulting from border
restrictions (both at a State and International level)
compared to small local businesses.

By industry, again Accommodation and food services
(Panel f), Education and training and Health care (both
Panel h) showed the greatest reaction in Business
Management response, which is encouraging from a
survival perspective.
4
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Figure 4: Business operational impact and Business management response in the two weeks to 3rd April 2020 as a
result of COVID-19, selection of industries, Australia
Column 1: Operational Impacts
Panel (a)

Column 2: Business Management Response
Panel (b)

Mining, Manufacturing & Construction
Panel (c)

Mining, Manufacturing & Construction
Panel (d)

Wholesale, Retail and Accommodation& Food
Panel (e)

Wholesale, Retail and Accommodation & Food
Panel (f)

Education, Health and Professional Services
Panel (g)

Education, Health and Professional Services
Panel (h)

Note: Results relate to those businesses that were trading businesses at the time the survey was conducted.
Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, April 2020
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May 2020 - Access and take up of Business
Supports

sized businesses have availed of support measures
more than small businesses. Many non-employing
businesses may be less likely to require rent/lease
arrangements, and others may not meet eligibility
criteria. Further investigation is needed as to whether
smaller business may perceive to having or actually
have additional difficulties in seeking out and applying
for various support measures.

With Australia’s early response to the COVID-19 virus
beginning to bear fruit as cases and community
transitions became less frequent, Governments’
began looking towards a roadmap to ease restrictions.
One of the early steps was a staged return for children
to schools in May across a number of states and
territories. Continued trading restrictions saw many
businesses scramble to keep afloat, with many, along
with their employees holding out for the JobKeeper
payments to commence. For some business sectors
there was an increase in demand for products and
services. Working from home arrangements remained
in place with social distancing measures continuing to
curtail normal working and life activities. Transport,
accommodation and the arts and recreational sectors
particularly felt the impacts, shedding almost 450,000
workers between February and May.

Figure 5: Support measures accessed, by
employment size for those surveyed between 13
May and 22 May 2020, Australia

For businesses surveyed between 13th and 22nd May
2020, only 26% were operating as normal. This was
lower for large businesses (13%), aligning with the
greater ability of these businesses to respond to
changes highlighted earlier. On average, 72% of
businesses reported a decrease in revenue due to
COVID-19. This was greatest for medium sized
enterprises (78%).

Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, May 2020

Of those businesses that sought additional funds
(11%), 57% sought such funds from a Bank or financial
institution, with 27% sourcing such funds from other
businesses. Small businesses were also heavily reliant
on sourcing additional funds from their own personal
savings (27% of businesses) or from family or friends
(16%).

Some 73% of businesses reported having accessed
support measures resulting from COVID-19. Wage
subsidies were the greatest support measure taken
up, with 55% of businesses availing of such
Government support (Figure 5). The reported 7 take up
was highest for medium sized businesses (61%) and
lowest for large businesses (44%). The lower take-up
from large businesses is not surprising with 30% of
large businesses reporting that they are ineligible for
the JobKeeper Payment scheme 8. Only 21% of small
businesses reported that they were ineligible for the
JobKeeper Payment scheme.

What do businesses need to return to normal?
In terms of businesses reporting what was required to
return to pre-COVID-19 business conditions, 29%
reported that nothing else was required. The biggest
barrier to business as usual was consumer demand,
with 35% of businesses reporting a need for an
increase or return to customer demand.
Among large employers, greater stability in financial
markets were the highest priority (23%), followed by
staff returning to work on-site (15%). Supply chain
issues were also highlighted, with access to supply of
good and services an issue for 14% of large
businesses.

A greater share of large businesses (32%) reported
renegotiating property rent/lease arrangements, but
large businesses were also less likely to defer loan
repayments or take up other government supports
relative to small and medium sized enterprises. With
the exception of deferred loan repayments, medium
7

8

ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, May 2020
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Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, based on businesses surveyed between 22nd
April to 28th April, 2020
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For small businesses, 13% reported that further
government supports were required, however a much
lower share of medium and large businesses reported
needing this additional support (7%). Increased cash
flow was also a bigger problem for small and medium
businesses, an issue that many of these businesses
face in typical times, but one that is even more
challenging during the pandemic.

a lack of awareness or time to reach out for advice
amongst these businesses, many of which would fall
into the small business category.
Figure 7: Businesses that sought external advice in
response to COVID-19, by industry, June 2020

Figure 6: Requirements to return to pre-COVID-19
business conditions, by employment size, between
13 May and 22 May 2020, Australia

Note: Businesses surveyed between 10-17th June, 2020
Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, June 2020

Of those businesses that sought external advice, the
most common reason was in relation to government
support measures (86%) followed by regulation and
compliance (76%), health and safety (65%),
management of finances (53%) and workforce
management (41%) (Figure 8, panel a). The extent to
which advice was sought for areas such as supply
chain management, marketing and IT was relatively
low. With the exception of advice sought on the
management of finances, a greater or similar share of
large businesses sought advice across all other factors
compared to smaller businesses.

Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, May 2020

The most recent ABS release 9 relating to the impact of
COVID-19 on businesses shows that 60% of businesses
sought external advice in response to COVID-19. This
rate was higher for medium sized businesses (72%)
and large businesses (66%).
The Health care sector saw the largest proportion of
businesses seeking external advice (86%), followed by
Arts and Recreation services (80%), Education and
training (75%) and Retail trade (72%). While travel
restrictions, social distancing measures and related
workplace arrangements have impacted the Mining
sector, it is not surprising that a lower proportion of
businesses in this sector (30%) sought external advice,
with many of these businesses having large Human
Resources and Accounting divisions and internal
expertise to draw on. The lower rates in construction
(51%) and rental, hiring and real estate (35%) may be
due to a lack of need for advice, but, may also indicate

9

Federal government agencies, State government and
private organisations (including banks, lawyers and
accountants) were the greatest source of advice
irrespective of business size (Figure 8, panel b). Small
businesses were more likely to look towards family
and friends for advice that larger businesses, which
re-emphasises the importance of this source of
support for small business owners but also the
barriers that small business owners or sole operators
face in accessing existing supports.

ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, June 2020
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Figure 8: Subject and source of external advice sought in response to COVID-19, by employment size, June 2020
(a) Subject of Advice

(b) Source of Advice

Note: Businesses surveyed between 10-17th June, 2020. Proportions relate to those that sought advice
Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, June 2020

Businesses also continue to make changes to the
types of and way in which they provide goods and
service, illustrating the adaptive capacity of Australian
businesses and their responsiveness to the pandemic.
Many of these workplace practices and new ways of
undertaking business are likely to be with us for some
time to come.

June 2020 - Current Business Impact
By June 2020 Australia had appeared to have gained
control of the virus and several states and territories
were recording very few community transmissions
and consecutive zero cases. Across each state and
territory restrictions began to ease, with greater
numbers of people permitted to group together and
trading restrictions on businesses lifted. Workers had
already begun to move back to the office and by the
second week of June many states and territories had
allowed intrastate travel and the opportunity to take a
long weekend holiday.

Figure 9: Modifications to Business Operations, June
2020

A New Business as Usual
The most recent ABS Business Survey which collected
data between the 10th and 17th June reveals a similar
share of businesses that were operating under
modified conditions in June compared May (74%). The
most common changes to business operations were
practices to minimise the spread of COVID-19
including physical distancing and hygiene protocols.
More than two-thirds of all businesses have
introduced these into their workplaces, with these
practices more likely the larger the business size
(88%).

Note: Businesses surveyed between 10-17th June, 2020. Proportions relate to those that sought advice
Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, June 2020

Revenue Impacts – Winners and Losers
In June 2020 two-thirds (66%) of businesses surveyed
reported a decrease in revenue compared to the same
period twelve months previously. A further 8%
reported an increase in revenue and around a quarter
no change. The largest share of businesses reporting a
decrease in revenue were in the Education and
training sector (87%), followed by Accommodation
and food services (84%) and Information, media and
telecommunications (80%). Mining saw the lowest
share of businesses reporting a revenue decrease
compared to 12 months prior (33%).

Workforce changes continue to be made by
businesses, with 84% of large employers citing they
have made other workforce changes and 46% making
changes to staff roles or duties. This is also a common
response from medium and small businesses,
illustrating not only the need for continued workforce
adjustments but also the current precariousness of
employment for workers in the labour market.
8
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sector are also of interest, with 56% of businesses
reporting a decline in revenue relative to the same
period in 2019, while 13% experienced an increase in
revenue. It is essential for Government to develop a
deeper understanding of the winners and losers
within each sector, so that policy initiatives and
financial support programs are appropriate and keep
pace with the ever changing landscape we face.

The Retail trade sector highlights the complexity of
the impact of COVID-19. In this sector some 20% of
businesses reported an increase in revenue relative to
a year previously and 65% reporting a decline in
revenue. Retailers in sectors such as essential food are
likely to have seen an increase, with non-essentials
and those experiencing forced closures seeing a
decline. The figures reported for the Construction

Figure 10: Changes in revenue relative to the same period last year, June 2020

Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, June 2020

From Cash Flow to Survival

Summary

Despite the supports available to businesses, the most
recent ABS Business Indicators survey shows that
many remain very concerned in regards to the length
of time that operations could be supported by current
available cash flows. As many as 60% of business
respondents in Retail trade feel that current
operations could not be supported beyond six months
based on currently available cash flows. Similarly high
rates are reported for other industries, including
transport, professional, scientific and technical
services and accommodation and food services. The
latter industry is particularly concerning given that
15% of businesses stated that they could not continue
operations beyond one month. The industry with the
least level of concern on this metric is again, the
Mining sector.

The agility and resilience of Australian businesses
should be commended. However, uncertainty for a
number of sectors looms, driven by both demand and
supply shocks and new virus outbreaks. Re-gaining
control of the virus must be a priority in order to give
businesses and consumers the confidence and
certainty they need to move forward.
This analysis suggests that both the initial and
expected impact of COVID-19 is notably different by
both business size and industry. While this is not
particularly surprising, there is a clear difference in
the ability to adapt organisational practices and to
avail of support provided by business size and across
industry.

9
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Figure 11: Sentiment on length of time operations could be supported by current available cash on hand, June
2020

Note: Businesses surveyed between 10-17th June, 2020. Selection of industries presented.
Source: Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre | ABS cat 5676.0.55.003, June 2020

Summary (cont.)
While more detailed data is required to disentangle
the possibilities at play, this does emphasise that a
‘one size fits all’ policy approach to COVID-19 both in
the short and longer term period will not be sufficient.
Small businesses in particular are likely to need
additional support to navigate the uncertain future
that lies ahead. This will extend beyond the
September 2020 timeline, when many forms of
support currently in place are due to end.
While an increase in customer demand will occur for
many businesses as restrictions are lifted, remaining
restrictions and the prospect of new restrictions
imposed as seen recently in Victoria, will keep
consumer and business confidence low, making a
return to pre-COVID levels of demand unlikely for
some time to come. This will be felt differently by
business size and across industry, and for many,
current cash flows and consumer demand are likely to
be insufficient to enable a full recovery.
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