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PREFACE
The Small Business Association of Barbados is pleased to once
again share key research data with our stakeholders on the micro,
small and medium enterprise sector in Barbados. Our last
publication in 2016 laid the foundation in providing quantitative and
qualitative data on the contribution of small firms to our economy.
That 2016 research was used to provide a comparative
assessment of key variables for this year’s report. 

During the past decade much has transpired to affect the business
community, most notably were the COVID-19 pandemic, global
supply chain disruptions on account of wars in the middle East and 

This research project, funded by the InterAmerican Development Bank and administered by
lead researcher Professor Dwayne Devonish of the University of the West Indies, gives the
startling revelation that much work is needed to transform the sector from mainly surviving, to
achieving sustainable growth. Key themes emerged from this research including innovation,
productivity, competitiveness, resillience and transformation, as areas requiring policy
intervention if we are to build a strong MSME ecosystem. Constraints such as access to finance,
labour shortages, and bureaucratic business processes, were again highlighted by business
owners as impediments to growth.

This 2026 research featured an assessment on variables including inter alia, the sector’s size,
age and gender distribution, contribution to exports and employment, and the revenue
generation of firms. However, the disruptions in the last decade necessitated a review on the
COVID-19 impact on the business community, the preparedness of the sector for digitalisation
and the level of resilience of MSMEs to climate change. This research therefore addresses the
current state of the sector. 

Dr. Lynette Holder
Chief Executive Officer

Small Business Association of Barbados

and Europe, and several climatic events. It was therefore imperative that we assessed the state
of small businesses today, with a view to identifying what effect those exogenous shocks had on
the sector and what are the policy and programmatic responses needed to assist MSMEs to
pivot to a position of growth.

We thank our members and partners for collaborating with us in this publication, and for adding
to the body of research data on the state of our local MSMEs. We stand ready to work with all
stakeholders to identify the solutions needed to address those development gaps identified in
this report. Our goal is to ensure we have a competitive and innovative small business sector
contributing sustainably to the development of Barbados while transforming the lives and
livelihoods of business owners. 



FOREWORD
Micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) remain a
cornerstone of Barbados’ economic landscape, accounting for a
substantial share of employment, entrepreneurial activity, and
income generation. Against a backdrop of evolving global,
regional, and domestic challenges, this survey was undertaken to
assess the current status of the MSME environment and it’s
positioning to contribute meaningfully to sustained growth,
resilience, and competitiveness. This work also aligns with the
Inter-American Development Bank’s (IDB) Country Strategy with
Barbados, the first pillar of which is to further revitalize the
economy and promote inclusive and sustainable growth.

Sectoral findings further underscore areas of strategic vulnerability, notably within agriculture,
where limited scale creates broader implications for food security in a country that is heavily
dependent upon imports. At the same time, the survey reveals gaps in workforce readiness,
export capability, and climate resilience that, if left unaddressed, may amplify risks at both firm
and national levels.

Michael Hall
Financial Sector Senior Specialist 
Inter-American Development Bank

The findings presented in this report draw directly from the experiences of business owners
across multiple sectors of the economy. Taken together, they provide a comprehensive snapshot
of a segment that continues to demonstrate entrepreneurial dynamism, yet remains constrained
by long-standing structural challenges. The survey also sheds important light on the composition
and inclusivity of the MSME ecosystem. Increased participation by women in entrepreneurship
is a positive development, however, the strong concentration of women-owned enterprises at
the micro level points to underlying barriers to productivity and progression. These patterns
raise critical questions about access to finance, sectoral concentration, and the adequacy of
existing business development and support mechanisms, particularly for women-led enterprises
seeking expansion beyond entry-level operations.

This report is intended to inform policy dialogue and action by grounding decision-making in
empirical evidence. Such analysis is particularly valuable for the IDB as it advances operations
aimed at improving the lives of the people of Barbados. Addressing the challenges identified will
require coordinated, multi-stakeholder interventions to foster a sustainably productive MSME
sector. In this context, the continued efforts of organizations such as the SBA remain essential in
promoting entrepreneurial development, representing MSME interests, and supporting firms
along the pathway to scale and resilience.



FROM THE DESK OF THE RESEARCHER
Micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) remain the
backbone of the Barbadian economy, accounting for the
overwhelming majority of private-sector establishments and
playing a critical role in employment generation, income creation,
and community-level economic activity. Notwithstanding their
importance, the MSME sector continues to operate within a
rapidly evolving and increasingly complex economic environment
shaped by post-pandemic recovery, rising costs, climate risks,
and accelerating technological change.

Ultimately, this report aims to inform policy, guide institutional action, and support collaboration
among stakeholders. It is intended as both an evidence base and a strategic tool for advancing
a more productive, competitive, and resilient MSME sector in Barbados.

This report, commissioned by the Small Business Association
(SBA), provides the most comprehensive national assessment of
the MSME sector since the 2016 survey. 

The findings highlight a sector that is both vital and resilient but severely constrained. While
MSMEs continue to demonstrate adaptability, particularly in the aftermath of COVID-19,
persistent structural challenges remain. These include limited scaling beyond the micro level,
low export participation, concentration in domestically oriented services, and ongoing barriers
related to finance, labour, and technology. As a result, the sector is not yet fully positioned to
drive sustained economic growth, export expansion, or long-term resilience.

At the same time, the report underscores significant opportunities for transformation. Expanding
participation in agriculture and manufacturing, strengthening export-oriented enterprises,
improving access to finance, and aligning skills development with sectoral needs are all critical
pathways for enhancing the contribution of MSMEs to national development. In this regard, the
report moves beyond diagnosis to provide clear, evidence-based policy directions aimed at
supporting a more balanced, productive, and resilient MSME ecosystem.

Professor Dwayne Devonish
Director, The School for Graduate Studies and Research
The University of the West Indies

Using a mixed-methods approach, it combines 
nationally representative survey data with qualitative insights from MSME operators to present a
detailed picture of the sector’s structure, performance, and resilience.
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INTRODUCTION

Small Business Association of Barbados

National Survey of the Small Business Sector (Barbados)

Micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) play a critical role in the Barbadian economy,
contributing significantly to employment, income generation, and community-level economic
activity. Despite their importance, systematic and up-to-date empirical evidence on the structure,
performance, and resilience of the MSME sector has historically been limited. The last nationally
representative MSME survey was conducted in 2015 and published in 2016, and since then the
Barbadian economy has undergone profound structural changes, including a major public debt
restructuring, the economic dislocations associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, and
increasing exposure to climate-related risks. 

Against this backdrop, this study was commissioned by the Small Business Association of
Barbados (SBA) and funded by the InterAmerican Development Bank to provide an updated,
evidence-based assessment of the MSME sector in Barbados. The lead consultant for this
research project was Professor Dwayne Devonish, Director of the School for Graduate Studies
and Research, The University of the West Indies The overarching purpose of the study is to
strengthen the decision-making capacity of policymakers, business support institutions, and
development partners by generating robust quantitative and qualitative insights into the current
state of MSMEs and their contribution to national economic outcomes.

Specifically, the study seeks to: (i) document the demographic and structural characteristics of
MSMEs by size, ownership (gender-based) and sector; (ii) assess the sector’s economic
contribution in terms of employment, revenue generation, and exports; (iii) examine MSME
performance and resilience in the post-COVID period; (iv) explore patterns of digital adoption,
climate awareness, and sustainability practices; and (v) identify key challenges, constraints and
policy priorities from the perspective of MSME operators themselves. Particular attention is
given to gender dynamics, enterprise size effects, and sectoral heterogeneity, recognising that
MSMEs are not a homogeneous group and that policy interventions must be appropriately
targeted.

1
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Classification Employees 
(Full-time)

Annual Sales
(BDS $)

Investment 
(BDS $)

 Micro Enterprise
Owner-manager
and fewer than 5

employees

Less than $0.5
million

Less than $0.1
million

 Small Enterprise Fewer than 30
employees

Less than $3
million

Less than $1
million

 Medium
`Enterprise

Fewer than 100
employees

Less than $8
million

Less than $3
million

National Survey of the Small Business Sector (Barbados)

METHODOLOGY

This design was guided by an analytical framework developed at the outset of the assignment,
which defined MSMEs by enterprise size, sector, and economic activity, and aligned data
collection with the study’s policy-oriented objectives. The quantitative component provides
statistically robust estimates of MSME characteristics and economic contributions, while the
qualitative (focus group) component deepens understanding of constraints, adaptive strategies,
and institutional experiences and interactions that cannot be fully captured through structured
survey instruments alone.

For the purposes of this study, MSMEs were defined and classified in accordance with the
Amended National MSME Development Policy for Barbados (2025). This policy framework
establishes a structured approach to enterprise classification based on three core quantitative
criteria: (i) number of full-time employees, (ii) annual sales turnover (in Barbados dollars), and
(iii) level of business investment (in Barbados dollars).

Under the amended Policy, enterprises are categorised as Micro, Small, or Medium based on
threshold ranges defined for each of these three indicators (see Table 1). To ensure accurate
classification, a business was required to satisfy at least two of the three qualifying criteria
corresponding to a given category. This “two-out-of-three” rule recognises that enterprises may
differ in scale across employment, revenue generation, and capital investment, and therefore 

To achieve these objectives, the study adopted a mixed-methods research design, combining a
nationally representative survey of 355 MSMEs with an in-depth qualitative focus group with
selected MSME representatives (owners or senior managers). Data were collected through
enumerator-administered telephone interviews between August and December 2025, ensuring
strong coverage and data quality. The combined quantitative and qualitative approach allows for
robust measurement of economic contribution alongside rich insight into lived business
experiences. 

Table 1: MSME Classification Criteria (Amended National MSME
Development Policy, 2025)

avoids rigid classification based
solely on a single metric. The
approach reflects the diverse
operational structures,
financing patterns, and growth
trajectories characteristic of the
MSME sector in Barbados.
During data collection, trained
enumerators were able to
validate these requirements.



Small Business Association of Barbados

National Survey of the Small Business Sector (Barbados)

Quantitative Component

The MSME survey targeted a minimum of 350 enterprises, consistent with a 95 per cent
confidence level and an approximate 5 per cent margin of error. A stratified random sampling
approach was used to ensure adequate representation across key dimensions of the MSME
population, particularly enterprise size (micro, small, and medium) and industry sector.
Stratification was essential to capture the diversity of MSME experiences in Barbados and to
enable disaggregated analysis by size and sector. A final sample total of 355 business survey
respondents was achieved at the end of the survey period (December 2025).

To complement the survey findings, a virtual focus group discussion was conducted with a
purposively selected group of twelve (12) MSME operators, representing micro, small, and
medium enterprises across a range of sectors. The focus group included both male- and female-
led businesses and covered industries such as manufacturing, creative industries, vehicle repair,
construction, business and financial services, transportation, communication and storage, and
wholesale and retail.

Qualitative Component

The focus group was guided by a structured discussion protocol aligned with the survey themes.
It explored participants’ perceptions of key challenges, sources of resilience, climate-related
impacts, digital transformation, and policy and institutional support needs. The qualitative data
were analysed thematically, with emphasis on identifying recurring patterns, sector-specific
insights, and points of convergence and divergence across enterprise sizes.

3

Sampling frames were constructed using available business registries and networks, including
those maintained by SBA and relevant government agencies (including the National Insurance
and Social Security Service - NISSS; and a partial list from the Barbados Statistical Service -
BSS). Priority was given to interviewing business owners or senior managers, as these
individuals are best positioned to provide accurate information on firm performance,
employment, finances, and strategic decisions.

The survey instrument was designed to collect detailed quantitative data across several domains,
including:

Business demographics and ownership characteristics
Employment levels and workforce composition
Revenue, expenditure, profitability, and operating costs
Export participation and export intensity
Business start-up history and post-COVID performance
Digital adoption and use of technology
Climate change awareness, impacts, and adaptation measures



Small Business Association of Barbados

National Survey of the Small Business Sector (Barbados)

Administrative data indicate that Barbados’ formal private sector comprises 9,196 enterprises,
employing approximately 112,595 persons (end of 2024), compared with 9,651 firms and
100,449 employees in 2016.
MSMEs account for approximately 98% of all private-sector establishments, and 55% of
private-sector employment, while large firms (around 2% of establishments, predominantly in
services sector such as retail/wholesale) employ the remaining 45%.
Services dominate the private economy, accounting for 87.7% of firms, up from 77.4% in
2016, indicating a deepening structural shift toward service-based economic activity.

Section 1: Structure of the MSME Sector, Employment, and Ownership Dynamics

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

MSME Profiles

MSMEs employ approximately 61,556 persons, with employment heavily concentrated in
medium-sized enterprises, particularly in services and industry.
Medium-sized firms, though relatively few in number, contribute disproportionately to
employment due to much higher median employment per firm.
This employment structure is broadly consistent with the 2016 findings, with most jobs still
concentrated in larger firms rather than evenly spread across all business sizes.

Employment Patterns

About 24% of MSMEs were established between 2020 and 2025, reflecting continued
entrepreneurial activity despite COVID-19 and macroeconomic shocks.
The largest share of firms (43%) were established between 2015 and 2019, while one-third
are over ten years old, indicating a mix of new entrants and long-standing enterprises.
Compared with 2016, business start-ups continue, but there is little sign that firms are moving
more quickly into larger and more sustainable size categories.

Business Age and Entry

Nearly two-thirds of MSMEs (63.7%) experienced either full or temporary closure during the
pandemic.
Micro enterprises were most severely affected, with almost three-quarters reporting closure.
Medium-sized firms were more likely to remain operational through downsizing rather than
closure, highlighting stronger adaptive capacity.
These findings confirm and deepen the 2016 report’s warning about MSME vulnerability to
systemic shocks.

COVID-19 Impacts

4
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National Survey of the Small Business Sector (Barbados)

Male-only or male-dominant ownership remains the majority (52.4%), but this has declined
from 59.6% in 2016.
Female-only or female-dominant ownership has increased from 34.4% in 2016 to 40.8% in
2025, indicating meaningful progress in women’s participation.
However, women-owned firms remain overwhelmingly concentrated at the micro-enterprise
level, with very limited representation among small and medium-sized firms - a pattern largely
unchanged since 2016.
Sectoral segregation persists: women are concentrated in services, while men dominate
industry, construction, and transport.

Gender and Ownership (2016 vs 2025)

Section 2: Financial Performance, Revenue, and Export Activity

Over 53% of MSMEs report annual revenues below BDS $100,000, confirming that most firms
operate at very small financial scale.
Nearly half of MSMEs report operating at a loss or breaking even, highlighting narrow margins
and limited buffers.

Revenue and Expenditure

Using a methodology aligned with the 2016 MSME report, total MSME revenue is estimated at
approximately BDS $5.03 billion.
When the agricultural sector is excluded for direct comparability, MSME revenue is estimated
at BDS $4.9 billion, up from BDS $3.47 billion in 2016.
This increase reflects growth in services and employment rather than widespread
improvements in firm-level profitability.

Estimated MSME Revenue 

Only 8.6% of MSMEs export, confirming that the sector remains overwhelmingly domestically
oriented.
Among exporters, export revenue typically accounts for less than 10% of total sales.
In contrast to the 2016 report (which focused on MSMEs’ share of national exports), this study
shows that exports are marginal to most MSMEs’ core business models, even when MSMEs
contribute visibly to aggregate export earnings.

Exports

5
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Section 3: Climate Change and MSME Resilience

81% of MSMEs report no direct climate-related impacts in the past five years, indicating
uneven exposure rather than universal vulnerability.
Among affected firms, extreme heat, storms, and flooding are the most commonly cited
events.

Exposure

Only 8.1% of MSMEs have a formal climate preparedness plan.
Nearly 63% report no plans at all, a pattern largely unchanged across firm sizes but most
acute among micro enterprises.

Preparedness

Financial constraints and limited knowledge dominate reported barriers to resilience.
These findings extend the 2016 report’s concerns about MSME vulnerability by introducing
climate risk as an emerging systemic constraint.

Barriers

Section 4: Digital Adoption and Technology Use

More than half of MSMEs operate at very low or low levels of digital adoption, while fewer
than one in five report high or very high adoption.
Social media use is widespread (78.7%), but advanced systems, integration, and AI use
remain limited.

Digital Maturity

Cost, skills gaps, unreliable internet, and cybersecurity concerns continue to inhibit deeper
adoption.

Barriers

Only 18.4% of MSMEs currently use AI.
While 41.5% plan to adopt new digital tools, nearly one-third remain uncertain, indicating
hesitation rather than resistance.

AI and Future Intentions
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National Survey of the Small Business Sector (Barbados)
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These aforementioned challenges identified during the Focus group discussion are not isolated
but reflect deeper structural constraints. Labour shortages stem from skills mismatches,
migration, and wage competition; working capital constraints arise from limited collateral, weak
financial records, and misaligned financing systems; bureaucratic inefficiencies increase
compliance burdens; and delayed payments, particularly on contracts, create persistent cash-flow
pressures. Together, these factors reinforce a cycle of constrained growth and limited scalability
among MSMEs.

MSMEs consistently call for:

Policy Signals

Faster and more transparent financing mechanisms
Reduced administrative burdens
Sector-specific infrastructure and shared facilities
Targeted support for climate and digital resilience

Section 5: Qualitative Insights from MSME Owners’ Focus Group 

Key Themes

Persistent challenges were noted including labour shortages, working capital constraints,
bureaucracy, and delayed payments.
Sources of resilience identified included customer loyalty, adaptability, owner commitment, and
selective technology use.
Climate and digital risks were acknowledged but often deprioritised due to immediate survival
pressures.
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National Survey of the Small Business Sector (Barbados)

DISCUSSION ON KEY VARIABLES

Table 1.1 shows the reported total
number of enterprise-level employers in
the private sector is estimated at 9,196
firms, with a total employment coverage
of approximately 112,595 employees in
the formal sector. This contrasts with the
2016 MSME estimates of 9,651 firms and
100,449 employees in total (from ten
years ago). Moreover, the services sector
accounts for 87.7 per cent of total firms in
the formal sector, relative to the 2016
report estimate of 77.4%. The decline in

Section 1: Formal Establishments, Total Employment and Number/Ratio of Jobs
within the National Economy

1.1 Assessment of Total Employers and Employment in the Formal Sector of Barbados
(Number/Ratio of Formal Jobs in National Economy)

Data from the National Insurance and Social Security Service (NISSS) indicate that Barbados’
private sector consists of 9,196 formal employers employing 112,595 persons (as of end of
2024). Within this structure, MSMEs dominate the employer landscape, accounting for 9,017
establishments, or almost 98 per cent of all private-sector firms. Micro and small firms account
for approximately 91 per cent of the total firms, with medium-sized firms covering about 7.5 per
cent. Large enterprises account for only 179 employers, representing approximately 2 per cent
of private-sector establishments.

8

Table 1.1: Private Sector Total Employers and
Employment by Sector 

Note. ‘Industry’ comprises manufacturing, construction and mining/quarrying.
‘Services’ includes all other industries in the private sector, consistent with the
2016 MSME survey approach. Data based on 2024 NISSS estimates.

Sector Total Employers Total Employed

 Agriculture 293 2,032

 Industry 834 15,508

 Services 8,069 95,055

 TOTAL 9,196 112,595

the number of firms alongside rising total employment is best understood as a structural shift in
the distribution of employment across firm sizes, rather than a contradiction in trends. Evidence
from the study indicates a clear reallocation of employment away from smaller enterprises
toward medium-sized and large firms.

Despite their small numbers, large enterprises play a substantial role in employment generation.
MSMEs employ 61,556 persons, equivalent to approximately 55 per cent of private-sector
employment, while large enterprises employ 51,039 persons, accounting for the remaining 45
per cent. 

This distribution underscores a defining characteristic of the Barbadian private sector – i.e., while
entrepreneurial activity and firm ownership are overwhelmingly MSME-based, a significant share
of employment is concentrated within a relatively small number of large firms.
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Sector Size Employers Employees

Agriculture Micro 234 336

Small 44 513

Medium 13 852

Large 2 331

Industry Micro 591 854

Small 140 1,724

Medium 81 4,408

Large 22 8,522

Services Micro 6,126 9,428

Small 1,197 13,679

Medium 591 29,762

Large 155 42,186

Table 1.2: Private Sector Total Employers
and Employment by Sector (including Large
Enterprises)

Survey-based median employment figures (in Table 1.3) provide valuable context for interpreting the
administrative records of total employer and employment counts. 

Note. Data derived from official NISSS data. Not from estimated values.

Table 1.2: Private Sector Total Employers and
Employment for the MSME Sector (including
Large Enterprises)

As shown in Figure 1.1 (2016 vs 2025
change in MSME firms and employment
shares), small enterprises accounted for the
largest share of employment in 2016
(41.7%), but this declined sharply to 14.0% in
2025. In contrast, medium-sized enterprises
increased their share of employment from
14.6% to 31.0%, while large firms expanded
their share from 39.3% to 45.0%. Micro
enterprises also increased modestly from
4.4% to 10.0%.

Figure 1.1 Comparisons of Total Employment
Shares (%) of MSME by Size for 2025 vs 2016
Datasets

Sector Size
Median Employees

 per Firm
 (Survey Data)

Employers
(NISSS
data)

Employees
(NISSS
data)

Agriculture Micro 1 234 336

Small 13 44 513

Medium 33 13 852

Industry Micro 2 591 854

Small 8 140 1,724

Medium 41 81 4,408

Services Micro 1 6,126 9,428

Small 6 1,197 13,679

Medium 29 591 29,762

Table 1.3: Private Sector Total Employers and
Employment for the MSME Sector

These shifts suggest that employment growth has been driven not by an expansion in the number
of firms, but by the growth and labour absorption capacity of larger and more established
enterprises. Medium-sized firms, in particular, appear to have played a critical transitional role,
expanding significantly and capturing a larger share of total employment. 
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Figure 1.2 Comparisons of Total
Number of MSME Employers for 2025
vs 2016 Datasets

Figure 1.3 Comparisons of Total
Employment Shares (%) of MSME by
Broad Sector for 2025 vs 2016 Datasets

Section 2: Number of FIRMS Created, COVID-19 Impacts, Gender Distribution in
Ownership, Age, Experience and Education of Business Owners

2.1 Distribution of Businesses by Year of Establishment

Data on new companies and other business registrations from Business Barbados were obtained
based on administrative records. For the period of 2020 to 2025, new company incorporations
have remained consistently strong, averaging approximately 1,000 new companies annually. New
company registrations (incorporated businesses), increased from 923 in 2020 to 1,003 in 2025
(see Figure 2.2). This represents a compound annual growth rate of approximately 1.7 per cent
per year over the five-year period. In simple terms, this means that formal company formation has
been growing slowly but steadily on average.

2016 2025
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In contrast, new business name registrations - representing unincorporated sole traders and
partnerships - display greater volatility over the same period. For new business name
registrations, registrations declined from 4,573 in 2020 to 2,477 in 2025 (see Figure 1.6). This
reflects a compound annual growth rate of approximately -11.5 per cent per year over the period. 
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However, this average decline must be understood in context. Registrations were particularly
elevated in 2020 (4,573) and 2021 (3,982), likely due to individuals entering self-employment
during the COVID-19 economic disruption. As formal employment contracted in some sectors,
self-employment and informal enterprise formation appear to have served as adaptive
mechanisms. It should be noted that from 2022 onward, registrations declined sharply (2,227 in
2022) and subsequently stabilised within the 2,400-2,900 range through 2025.

Figure 2.1 New Incorporated Companies
(2020-2025)

Figure 2.2 New Business Name
Registrations (Unincorporated Sole Traders
and Partnerships) – 2020-2025
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2.2 COVID-19 Impacts and Business Closures

The COVID-19 pandemic represented a major systemic shock to the MSME sector, disrupting
operations, mobility, demand, and supply chains. Overall, the findings indicate that the vast
majority of businesses experienced some form of operational disruption during the COVID-19
period.

Just over 30 per cent of businesses reported full closure, indicating a complete cessation of
operations for some period during or shortly after the pandemic. A further 33.9 per cent
experienced temporary closure, suggesting that while operations were halted, businesses were
able to reopen at a later stage. 
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Together, these two categories show that nearly two-thirds of MSMEs (63.7%) were forced to
close at least temporarily as a direct result of the pandemic. In addition, 11.6 per cent of
businesses reported downsizing operations or staff, reflecting adjustments made to survive
reduced demand, movement restrictions, or increased operating costs. Only 17.8 per cent of
businesses reported that they did not experience closure or significant downsizing, indicating that
uninterrupted operation during the pandemic was the exception rather than the norm.

Figure 2.3  Business Closure or Downsizing During the
PandemicA small proportion (5.9 per cent)

selected “Other,” with qualitative
responses. Open-ended responses
provide additional nuance to the
quantitative findings. Several
businesses cited government-
mandated closures, restrictions on
customer movement, and inability to
travel to restock as key drivers of
disruption. Others indicated that they
were in the process of starting or
registering their businesses during
the COVID period, which shaped their experience differently from established firms. Some
respondents noted that while they were permitted to operate, business activity was severely
reduced due to lower demand, fewer customers, or increased competition after the pandemic.

Yes, temporary closure
33.9%

Yes, full closure
30.8%

No
17.8%

Downsized
operations/staff

11.6%

Other
5.9%

Firm Size Full Closure Temporary
Closure Downsizing No Closure

  Micro 29.8 38.4 14.2 17.6
  Small 34.4 26 15.6 24
  Medium 23.1 0 38.5 38.4

2.2.1 Differences by Firm Size

Table 2.1 Impact of COVID-19 by Firm Size

Micro enterprises experienced the highest levels of disruption, particularly temporary closures,
while medium-sized firms demonstrated greater resilience by maintaining operations through
downsizing.
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2.2.2 Differences by Firm Size

Industry Full
Closure

Temporary
Closure Downsizing No Closure Total

 Construction, Mining & Quarrying 70 15 10 5 100%
 Hotels & Restaurants 51.1 25.5 13.4 10 100%
 Finance & Business Services 23.2 46.5 15 15.3 100%
 Manufacturing 5.6 33.3 33.3 27.8 100%
 Personal & Other Services 30 27 30.3 12.7 100%
 Transport, Storage & Communications 20 25 24.2 30.8 100%
 Wholesale & Retail 37.5 32.1 15 15.4 100%

Table 2.2 Sectoral Impact of COVID-19 on Businesses

Business disruption varied significantly by industry, with construction and tourism-related sectors
experiencing the highest levels of closure, while manufacturing and service-based industries
showed more diversified adjustment strategies.

The analysis of ownership structure
shows that male-only or male-
dominant ownership remains the
most common arrangement among
MSMEs, accounting for
approximately 52.4 per cent of
businesses (male ownership was at
59.6% in 2016) – see Figure 2.4. 

2.3 Gender and Ownership

Figure 2.4 Comparisons of Business Ownership by Gender
(2016 vs 2025)

Business Ownership by Gender: 2016 vs 2025
2016 2025
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However, female-only or female-dominant enterprises also represent a relatively substantial
share of the MSME sector (40 per cent), highlighting the significant role of women in business
ownership (female ownership was at 34.4% in 2016). Only a small proportion of firms (7 per
cent) report equal male and female ownership, suggesting that shared ownership structures are
relatively uncommon. Overall, the findings point to a profile in which male-only or male-
dominant ownership in MSMEs is still predominant across the local landscape, but where
female-only or female-predominant ownership has gradually increased over the last nine to ten
years. 
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Ownership classification Frequency  Percent
(%)

 Female-only or female-dominant 144 40.8

 Equal male and female owners 24 6.8

 Male-only or male-dominant 185 52.4

Table 2.3: Gender Distribution and Firm Ownership

Table 2.3 indicates that the size-based pattern suggests that female ownership is most
concentrated among micro enterprises, while male ownership becomes more dominant as firms
increase in size. Table 2.5 compares the ownership concentration by gender between 2016 and
2025, revealing that the size distribution of female- and male-owned MSMEs is relatively
unchanged between 2016 and 2025. Female-owned firms remain overwhelmingly micro-scale,
while male-owned firms are consistently more likely to operate as small and medium-sized
enterprises.

2.3.1 Gender in Ownership Structure by Firm Size

Size
classification

Female-only or
female-dominant

Equal male and
female owners

Male-only or male-
dominant Total

Micro Count 117 11 118 246
% of firms in

this size 47.60% 4.50% 48.00% 100.00%

% of this
ownership

group
82.40% 42.30% 63.10% 69.30%

Small Count 24 11 61 96
% of firms in

this size 25.00% 11.50% 63.50% 100.00%

Medium Count 1 4 8 13
% of firms in

this size 7.70% 30.80% 61.50% 100.00%

% of this
ownership

group
0.70% 15.40% 4.30% 3.70%

Total Count 142 26 187 355
% of firms in

this size 40.00% 7.30% 52.70% 100.00%

% of this
ownership

group
100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

Table 2.4: Gender, Ownership and Business Size

Note. Counts show the number of firms in each category. “% of firms in this size” shows how ownership is distributed within each
firm size (for example, among micro firms, the share that are female-, male-, or jointly owned). “% of this ownership group” shows
where each ownership type is mainly concentrated across firm sizes (for example, the proportion of all female-owned firms that
are micro, small, or medium).
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Ownership Type Year Micro % Small % Medium % Total

 Female-owned/dominant 2016 82.6 16.9 0.6 100

2025 82.4 16.9 0.7 100
Male-owned/dominant 2016 58 38.7 3.3 100

2025 63.1 32.6 4.3 100

Table 2.5: Distribution of MSMEs by Size and Ownership Type, 2016 vs 2025 (%)

Note. Percentages show the distribution of firms within each ownership type. For example, 82.6% under female-owned (2025)
means that 82.6% of all female-owned MSMEs are micro enterprises.

The industry-gender crosstabulation as seen in Table 2.6 below highlights clear and persistent
differences in business ownership by Gender. The results indicate that women’s
entrepreneurship in the MSME sector is concentrated primarily in service-based and consumer-
facing activities, while men dominate industrial, construction, and transport-related sectors. 

2.3.2 Gender in Ownership Structure by Industry

Table 2.6: Gender, Ownership and Industry

Industry Group Female-only or female-
dominant

Equal male and
female owners

Male-only or male-
dominant Total

Agriculture 8 (53.3%) 2 (13.3%) 5 (33.3%) 15

% of this
ownership group 5.60% 7.70% 2.70%

Construction, Mining and Quarrying 1 (5.0%) 0 (0.0%) 19 (95.0%) 20
% of this

ownership group 0.70% 0.00% 10.20%

Electricity, Gas and Water 1 (33.3%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (66.7%) 3
% of this

ownership group 0.70% 0.00% 1.10%

Finance and Business Services 48 (48.0%) 7 (7.0%) 45 (45.0%) 100
% of this

ownership group 33.80% 26.90% 24.10%

Hotels and Restaurants 20 (42.6%) 6 (12.8%) 21 (44.7%) 47
% of this

ownership group 14.10% 23.10% 11.20%

Manufacturing 3 (16.7%) 1 (5.6%) 14 (77.8%) 18
% of this

ownership group 2.10% 3.80% 7.50%

Personal and Other Services 31 (49.2%) 2 (3.2%) 30 (47.6%) 63
% of this

ownership group 21.80% 7.70% 16.00%

Transport, Storage and
Communications 2 (6.1%) 1 (3.0%) 30 (90.9%) 33

% of this
ownership group 1.40% 3.80% 16.00%

Wholesale and Retail 28 (50.0%) 7 (12.5%) 21 (37.5%) 56
% of this

ownership group 19.70% 26.90% 11.20%

Total 142 26 187 355
Note. “% of this ownership group” shows where each ownership type is mainly concentrated across industry groups (for example, the
proportion of all female-owned firms operating in services, wholesale and retail, or finance and business services).
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Table 2.7 reveals clear differences in ownership patterns across broad industry groups (where
above-mentioned industries were grouped into broader categories of agriculture, industry
[comprising manufacturing, construction, and mining and quarrying] and services. Within
agriculture, female ownership is relatively strong. Among firms operating in this sector, 53.3 per
cent are female-only or female-dominant, compared with 33.3 per cent that are male-dominant
and 13.3 per cent that are equally owned. 

Within the industrial sector, ownership is overwhelmingly male-dominant, with 86.8 per cent of
firms owned primarily by men. Female-dominant firms account for just 10.5 per cent of industrial
enterprises, while equal ownership is rare (2.6 per cent).

From the perspective of ownership groups, only 2.8 per cent of female-owned firms operate in
industry, compared with 17.6 per cent of male-owned firms, highlighting a pronounced gender
gap in participation in capital-intensive and production-oriented activities.

Within the services sector, 49.3 per cent of firms are male-dominant and 43.0 per cent are
female-dominant, with 7.6 per cent reporting equal ownership. Looking across ownership
groups, the concentration of firms in services is especially strong for women: 91.5 per cent of all
female-owned firms operate in the services sector, compared with 79.7 per cent of male-owned
firms. This confirms that while services provide the primary entry point for women into
entrepreneurship, this participation is heavily concentrated in a single, broad sector.

Overall, the comparison with the 2016 MSME report indicates that while services have become
increasingly dominant for both female- and male-owned MSMEs, the shift is much stronger for
female-owned firms. Female-owned firms have become increasingly concentrated in the
services sector, rising from 77.5 per cent in 2016 to 91.5 per cent in 2025, alongside a sharp
decline in participation in industry and a modest reduction in agriculture. Male-owned firms also
show a growing concentration in services, increasing from 64.2 per cent to 79.7 per cent, though
men continue to maintain a stronger presence in industry than women. 

Table 2.7: Gender, Ownership and Broad Sector or Industry

New Industry Group Female-only or female-
dominant

Equal male and
female owners

Male-only or male-
dominant Total

Agriculture 8 (53.3%) 2 (13.3%) 5 (33.3%) 15

% of this ownership
group 5.60% 7.70% 2.70%

Industry 4 (10.5%) 1 (2.6%) 33 (86.8%) 38

% of this ownership
group 2.80% 3.80% 17.60%

Services 130 (43.0%) 23 (7.6%) 149 (49.3%) 302

% of this ownership
group 91.50% 88.50% 79.70%

Total 142 26 187 355
Note.“% of this ownership group” shows where each ownership type is mainly concentrated across industry groups (for example, the proportion
of all female-owned firms that operate in agriculture, industry, or services).
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Ownership Type Year Agriculture (%) Industry (%) Services (%) Total (%)
Female-owned /

dominant 2016 7.5 15 77.5 100

2025 5.6 2.8 91.5 100

Male-owned / dominant 2016 7.7 28.1 64.2 100

2025 2.7 17.6 79.7 100

Table 2.8: Distribution of MSMEs by Broad Sector and Ownership Type, 2016 vs 2025 (%) 

Note. Percentages show the distribution of firms within each ownership type. For example, 91.5% under female-owned (2025) means
that 91.5% of all female-owned MSMEs operate in the services sector.

2.4 Age, Experience and Education of MSME Owners

2.4.1 Age Profile of MSME Owners

The majority of MSME owners surveyed in 2025 were under the age of 55, with just over three-
quarters (76.2%) falling below this threshold (see Table 2.9). Owners were most commonly
concentrated in the 35-54 age group, which accounted for 56.5% of respondents. Younger
owners aged 18–34 represented 19.7% of the sample, while 23.8% of owners were aged 55
and over.

Clear differences were observed by sex. Among male owners, 67.9% were under the age of 55,
compared with a higher 84.8% among female owners. Female ownership was more heavily
concentrated in the 25–54 age range, particularly among those aged 35-54, who accounted for
60.2% of female respondents. Male owners, by contrast, were more likely to be represented in
the older age groups, with 32.1% aged 55 or above, compared with 15.2% of females.

Compared with 2016, the age profile of MSME owners in 2025 remains strongly concentrated in
the mid-career years, but with a slight shift toward a younger ownership structure, particularly
among women.

Table 2.9: Age Group of MSME Owner by Sex (%) – 2025 vs 2016

2025 - Age and Ownership
Sex of Owner 18–24 25–34 35–54 55–64 65+ Total

Male 0.6 14.4 52.9 24.1 8 100
Female 3.5 21.1 60.2 11.1 4.1 100

Total 2 17.7 56.5 17.7 6.1 100
2016 - Age and Ownership

Sex of Owner 18–24 25–34 35–49 50–65 66+ Total
Male 4.6 17.7 42 32.5 3.2 100

Female 0.5 14.1 58.3 24 3.1 100
Total 2.9 16.2 48.6 29.1 3.2 100

Note. All figures are percentage values. Age bands used in surveys (in yellow shades) slightly differ between 2016 and 2025 studies. N = 345.
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In relation to business experience, MSME owners reported a substantial level of tenure in their
current enterprises. On average, owners had been involved in their businesses for
approximately 11.5 years, with a median of 9 years. Experience ranged from newly established
enterprises to businesses with over 50 years of operation. 

Differences by sex were again evident. Male owners reported longer tenure on average, with a
mean of 13.4 years and a median of 10 years in their current business. Female owners, while
still demonstrating significant experience, reported a lower average of 9.6 years, with a median
of 8 years. These differences suggest that male-owned enterprises, on average, may be more
established, while female-owned enterprises tend to be relatively younger.

2.4.2 Business Experience and Education of MSME Owners

The 2025 results indicate a modest decline in average years of experience compared with 2016,
though MSME ownership remains characterised by substantial accumulated business
experience.

Gender differences are more
pronounced in 2025 than in
2016. Male owners report longer
experience (mean 13.4 years)
compared with female owners
(mean 9.6 years), whereas in
2016 the gap between males and
females was relatively small.  
Among newer firms established
between 2020 and 2025, female-
only or female-dominant
ownership is most prevelant,

Figure 2.5 Age of Firm by Gender and Ownership

accounting for about 58% of
firms in this cohort. Overall, older
firms (those beyond 5-10 years)  

The 2025 survey results indicate that MSME owners generally possess a strong educational
profile, with very few relying solely on secondary schooling or lower. Overall, only 3% of MSME
owners report having secondary education or below, while the vast majority have attained either
technical/vocational training (57%) or university education (40%).

are predominantly male-led or jointly owned, whereas newer firms show a marked rise in female-
only or female-dominant ownership (see Figure 2.5). 
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Among female MSME owners, just 2%
report secondary education or below, while
51% have technical or vocational training
and a notably high 47% report holding a
university degree. In contrast, male MSME
owners show a stronger concentration in
technical and vocational pathways, with
62% reporting such training, 35% holding a
university degree, and 3% reporting
secondary education or below. These
results were comparable with those found
in 2016, suggesting that MSME ownership
in Barbados continues to be underpinned 

Figure 2.6 Educational Attainment of MSME Owners

a relatively well-educated entrepreneurial base, with women maintaining a higher representation
among university-educated business owners (see Figure 2.6).

2025 – Educational Level (%) Share by Sex of Owner

Sex Secondary or Below Technical/Vocational University 

Male 3 62 35
Female 2 51 47
Total 3 62 35

2016 – Educational Level (%) Share by Sex of Owner

Sex Secondary or Below Technical/Vocational University 

Male 4 62 34
Female 3 53 44
Total 3 59 38

Table 2.10: Educational Attainment of MSME Owner by Sex (%) – 2025 vs 2016

Note. All figures/values are percent values, rounded to the next whole number. University education represents those
with at least an undergraduate degree qualification at college/university.

Section 3: Financial Performance, Export Activity, and Economic Contributions

3.1 Annual Sales Revenue of MSMEs 

The sales revenue profile of MSMEs in Barbados remains heavily skewed toward the lower end
of the income spectrum, underscoring the predominance of micro and small enterprises within
the sector. Based on valid survey responses, just over half of MSMEs (53.2%) reported annual
sales revenues of less than BDS $100,000 in the last financial year (2024). This confirms that the
typical MSME in Barbados operates at a relatively small financial scale, with limited turnover and
constrained capacity for internal capital accumulation.
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A further 15.0 per cent of businesses
generated annual revenues between BDS
$100,000 and $249,999, while
progressively smaller shares of firms
occupied higher revenue brackets.
Collectively, approximately 14.4 per cent of
MSMEs reported revenues of BDS
$250,000 or more, indicating that while
most firms remain small, a non-trivial
minority has achieved moderate to high
revenue levels. At the upper  end of the

Table 3.1: Annual Sales Revenue
Annual Revenue (BDS) % of Businesses

Less than $100,000 53.2
$100,000 – $249,999 15
$250,000 – $599,999 7.2

$600,000 – $1.24 million 7.2
$1.25 million – $2.49 million 2.6
$2.50 million – $3.49 million 9.2
$3.50 million – $5.49 million 5.2

$5.50 million and above 0.3

3.2 Estimated Revenue of MSMEs (and overall MSME sector)

In 2016, it was estimated that the MSME sector (private, non-agricultural sector) accounted for
47.5 per cent of the $7.3-billion-dollar economic contribution of total formal business sector,
which was approximately BDS$ 3.47 billion. 

distribution, 17.3 per cent of firms reported revenues of BDS $1.25 million or more, including a
small group of high-performing enterprises earning above BDS $3.5 million annually.

For the current 2025 study, a similar estimation approach to determine total revenue generation
for the sector was used; however, the agricultural sector was included due to having some
representation in the sample dataset. 

Overall, medium-sized enterprises are the single largest contributors to MSME revenue (BDS
1.86 billion), accounting for approximately 37 per cent of total estimated turnover, closely followed
by micro enterprises at 36 per cent (BDS 1.81 billion). Small enterprises contribute just under 27
per cent (BDS 1.35 billion) – indicating an overall estimated total of 5.03 billion for all firms
combined in the formal economy. If the agricultural sector was removed from the dataset to
permit direct comparisons with the 2016 estimates, MSMEs (in the private, non-agricultural
sector) would be estimated to generate approximately BDS 4.9 billion in annual revenue
(compared to the 3.47 billion in the 2016 report).
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Table 3.2: Estimated Revenue using 2016 MSME report’s estimation approach

Sector Size Sales per
Employee (BDS) Total Employees Estimated Revenue (BDS m)

Agriculture Micro 158,000 336 53.1
Small 96,200 513 49.4

Medium 33,600 852 28.6
Agriculture -Subtotal 131.1

Industry Micro 952,200 854 813
Small 126,100 1,724 217.4

Medium 82,700 4,408 364.6
Industry – Subtotal 1,395.00

Services Micro 100,600 9,428 948.1
Small 79,200 13,679 1,083.40

Medium 49,300 29,762 1,467.30
Services – Subtotal 3,498.80

TOTAL MSMEs

≈ BDS 5,025 billion
or

 BDS $5.03 billion
____________________

(BDS $4.90 billion, excluding agricultural
sector)

3.3 Annual Business Expenditure 

Business expenditure patterns broadly mirror the revenue distribution, reflecting relatively tight
operating margins across much of the MSME sector. Among firms providing valid responses,
60.0 per cent reported total annual expenditures of less than BDS $100,000, closely aligned with
the share of firms reporting revenues below that threshold. A further 14.5 per cent incurred costs
between BDS $100,000 and $249,999, while approximately 25.5 per cent reported expenditures
exceeding BDS $250,000.

The concentration of firms at the lower end of
the expenditure distribution suggests that
many MSMEs operate with limited financial
buffers and relatively small cost structures.
While this may reflect lean operations, it also
implies heightened vulnerability to cost
inflation, demand shocks, and unexpected
disruptions.

Table 3.3: Annual Business Expenditure

Annual Expenditure (BDS) % of Businesses

Less than $100,000 60
$100,000 – $249,999 14.5
$250,000 – $599,999 11.6

$600,000 – $1.24 million 8.4
$1.25 million – $2.49 million 4.3
$2.50 million – $3.49 million 0.6
$3.50 million – $5.49 million 0.6
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3.4 Profitability of MSMEs

Profitability outcomes point to a sector under considerable financial pressure. Based on valid
responses, nearly half of MSMEs (49.4%) reported either operating at a loss (18.7%) or breaking
even (30.7%) in the last financial year. This indicates that a substantial proportion of firms struggle
to generate surplus income after covering operating expenses, raising concerns about long-term
sustainability.

Among profitable firms, returns tend to be modest.
Approximately 17.8 per cent reported profits of
less than BDS $25,000, while an additional 11.8
per cent earned profits between BDS $25,000 and
$99,999. Only 21 per cent of MSMEs reported
profits exceeding BDS $100,000, including 11.5
per cent with profits of BDS $550,000 or more.
These figures suggest that high-profit MSMEs
exist but remain relatively rare within the broader
sector.

Profitability Category % of
Businesses

A loss was incurred 18.7
Broke even 30.7

Profit less than $25,000 17.8
Profit $25,000 – $49,999 6.3
Profit $50,000 – $99,999 5.5

Profit $100,000 – $249,999 4.9
Profit $250,000 – $549,999 4.6

Profit $550,000 or more 11.5

Table 3.4: Net Profit/Loss Position

3.5 Operating Costs as a Share of Revenue 

Analysis of operating costs as a share of revenue
further illustrates the financial constraints facing
MSMEs. Among firms providing valid responses,
59.4 per cent reported that operating costs
(excluding salaries) accounted for less than 25 per
cent of total revenue. While this suggests
relatively low non-labour operating expenses for
many firms, it must be interpreted alongside the
profitability data, which indicate that low operating
cost ratios do not necessarily translate into strong
profit outcomes.

Table 3.5: Operating Costs as a Percentage
of Revenue

Operating Costs (% of Revenue) % of
Businesses

Less than 25% 59.4
25% – 49% 27.5
50% – 74% 8.7

75% or more 4.3

Export Status % of Businesses (n)

  Yes, exports 8.6 (31)
No, does not export 91.4 (324)

Table 3.6: Export Participation

Export activity among MSMEs is extremely limited. Fewer than one in ten businesses report
exporting goods or services, underscoring the strong domestic orientation of the sector.
Export participation rates increased modestly from 6.1% in 2016 (2016 MSME survey) to
8.6% in 2025 (current survey), indicating slight improvement but continued low levels of
international engagement among MSMEs (see Figure 3.1). 

3.6 Export Participation among MSMEs
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Figure 3.1: Export Participation Rates – 2025 vs 2016 Datasets

3.7 Export Intensity among Exporting Firms 

Among businesses that do export (n = 31;
8.6%), export revenue typically represents a
small share of total sales. Most exporters derive
less than 10% of their revenue from exports,
confirming that exporting activity is generally
supplementary rather than central to business
operations. Table 3.7: Share of Revenue from Exports

(Exporters Only)

Export Share of Revenue % of Exporting Firms

Less than 10% 54.8
10% – 25% 32.3
26% – 50% 12.9

More than 50% 0

Table 3.8 (below) presents estimates of MSME export activity by firm size and broad sector,
combining information on export participation, the average share of sales derived from exports
among exporting firms, and total estimated revenue. Together, these measures provide an
integrated view of both the extent and depth of exporting within the MSME sector and allow for
the derivation of indicative export values.

Overall, industrial MSMEs are more likely to export, but service-sector MSMEs earn more from
exports overall. Despite this stronger export participation, industrial MSMEs generate about
BDS $34 million (estimated on an annual basis) in export revenue, while service MSMEs
generate a larger export revenue of BDS $51.5 million (estimated on an annual basis). Overall,
about 2 per cent (or about 1.7 to 1.8 per cent) of total MSME revenue comes from total exports
(approx. BDS $85.5 million) on average (based on sample estimates).
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In the prior 2016 study, the analysis focused on national export outcomes. In that report,
MSMEs were estimated to account for 38.8% of total national exports, with export earnings
concentrated among small and medium-sized service firms and large industrial enterprises.
Small service MSMEs alone contributed 12.6% of all exports, while micro enterprises played
only a minor role (about 1.1%).
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The central message of the 2016 study was that MSMEs, particularly in services, were visible
contributors to the country’s export earnings, even though exporting was concentrated among a
limited number of firms. On the other hand, this current 2025 study’s analysis measures exports
as a share of MSME revenue, revealing that exports typically account for only a small fraction of
MSME business activity, even among firms that export.

Table 3.8: Estimated Revenue from Exporting (Exporters Only)

Sector Size Percent of Firms
Exporting

Average Export Share
of Sales

(Exporters only)

 
 

Total Estimated
Revenue

(BDS $ Millions)

 
 

Estimated Exports 
(BDS $ Millions)

Industry

Micro 13.60% 17.50% 813 19.3

Small 30.80% 8.30% 217.4 5.6

Medium 50.00% 5.00% 364.6 9.1

Industry TOTAL 34

Services

Micro 6.20% 21.80% 948.1 12.8

Small 10.00% 16.60% 1,083.40 18

Medium 12.50% 11.30% 1,467.30 20.7

Services TOTAL 51.5
Note. Estimated export values are indicative and derived by applying survey-based export participation rates and average export shares of
sales to estimated MSME revenue by size and sector. These estimates assume that exporting and non-exporting firms within each category
have similar revenue structures and should be interpreted as approximations rather than precise measures of actual export earnings. Small
sample sizes among exporting firms in some size–sector groups may also affect the stability of the estimates.

This section examines the distribution of MSME export exposure across destination markets,
focusing not only on whether firms export to particular regions, but also on the share of total
exports accounted for by each market. The results highlight a strong regional concentration of
MSME export activity and very limited penetration into extra-regional markets (see Table 3.9).

3.8 Export Markets Served by MSMEs 

Dominance of CARICOM and Regional Markets

CARICOM emerges as the most significant export destination for MSMEs that engage in
exporting. While 31.0 per cent of respondents report no exports to CARICOM, the majority of
exporters demonstrate some level of regional engagement. Notably, 44.8 per cent of firms
allocate less than 10 per cent of their total exports to CARICOM, suggesting that for many
businesses CARICOM serves as a secondary or supplementary market rather than a primary
export destination.

At the same time, CARICOM is the only region where a meaningful share of firms report high
export concentration. Approximately 24.1 per cent of MSMEs exporting to CARICOM allocate
10–25 per cent or more of their total exports to the region, including 6.9 per cent of firms that
direct more than half of their total exports to CARICOM markets.
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Limited Engagement Beyond the Caribbean

Export activity outside CARICOM is far more limited and sporadic. For non-CARICOM
Caribbean markets, nearly three-quarters of firms (72.4%) report no exports at all, and a further
24.1 per cent allocate less than 10 per cent of exports to these destinations. Only 3.5 per cent
of firms report exporting more than half of their output to non-CARICOM Caribbean markets,
indicating highly marginal engagement.

Table 3.9: Primary Export Destinations

Destination / Region None / 
0% Less than 10% 10% – 25% 26% – 50% More than 50%

CARICOM 31.03% (9) 44.83% (13) 17.24% (5) 0.00% (0) 6.90% (2)

Non-CARICOM Caribbean 72.41% (21) 24.14% (7) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0) 3.45% (1)

North America 73.33% (22) 13.33% (4) 6.67% (2) 3.33% (1) 3.33% (1)

South / Central America 96.55% (28) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0) 3.45% (1) 0.00% (0)

UK / Europe 70.00% (21) 10.00% (3) 6.67% (2) 6.67% (2) 6.67% (2)

Africa 93.10% (27) 3.45% (1) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0) 3.45% (1)

Asia 100.00% (29) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0)

Other Regions 100.00% (29) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0) 0.00% (0)

Note. Counts in parentheses.

Survey findings indicate that the majority of MSMEs have not been directly affected by climate-
related events in the last five years (81.0%), suggesting that climate impacts are currently
uneven and episodic rather than widespread across the MSME business sector. 

Section 4: Climate Change and Climate-Related Responses 

4.1 Exposure of MSMEs to Climate-Related Events

Among businesses that reported exposure (at least 1 in 5 businesses or about 19%), impacts
were most commonly linked to extreme heat (9.2%), followed by hurricanes or storms (8.6%),
flooding (5.5%), and drought or water shortages (4.3%). Sea-level rise or coastal erosion (2.0%)
was reported less frequently, reflecting either lower exposure or lower perceived immediacy for
many firms. 

Figure 4.1: MSME Exposure to
Climate-Related Events (Last 5
Years)
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Qualitative responses provide further insight into how these impacts manifest in practice.
Businesses described flooding of offices, heavy rainfall reducing customer flow, and
environmental factors such as seaweed affecting coastal vending. These responses point to
climate change being experienced primarily as an operational and continuity challenge, rather
than as catastrophic loss.

4.2 Climate Preparedness and Planning

Despite identifiable exposure risks, formal
preparedness remains limited among MSMEs.
Only 8.1% of businesses report having a formal,
written plan to prepare for climate-related risks. A
further 23.0% rely on informal actions, while
nearly two-thirds (62.9%) report having no plans in
place at all. An additional 6.0% are unsure
whether any measures exist within their business.

4.3 Barriers to Climate Resilience

Businesses identified a range of barriers and challenges preventing them from becoming more
climate-resilient, with responses clustering around financial constraints, knowledge gaps, and
structural or operational limitations.

Financial constraints emerged as the dominant theme (approx. 56%), with many respondents
citing limited resources, lack of funding, or high costs associated with resilience investments.
Knowledge and awareness gaps were also prominent (approx. 30%), reflected in responses
such as lack of understanding, uncertainty, or not knowing what steps to take.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Not sure

No plans in place

Informal actions

Formal written plan

Percentage of Businesses (%)

6.0%

62.9%

23.0%

8.1%

Figure 4.2: Climate Preparedness Measures
among MSMEs

Table 4.1: Key Barriers to Climate Resilience (Qualitative Themes)

Barrier Category Specific Issues Raised by MSMEs
Financial constraints Limited funds, lack of financing, cost of upgrades

Knowledge &
awareness gaps Uncertainty, lack of understanding, not sure

Risk perception Perceived lack of exposure or urgency
Operational
constraints Infrastructure limits, mobility, dependence on climate

Structural issues Rented premises, limited control over physical space
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4.4 Support Needs to Strengthen Climate Resilience

When asked what support would most help strengthen resilience, MSMEs most frequently
pointed to financial assistance (approx. 60%), followed by knowledge-based and technical
support (approx. 30%). Requests included funding, grants or subsidies, education and training,
clearer communication, and early warning systems. Overall, the findings suggest that MSMEs
are seeking practical, accessible support that reduces uncertainty and lowers the cost of
adaptation, rather than abstract awareness campaigns alone.

Table 4.2: Types of Support Requested by MSMEs (Qualitative Summary)

Support Type Examples Cited

Financial support Grants, funding, subsidies

Knowledge & training Education, guidance, awareness

Communication Clear information, early warnings

Planning support Contingency planning, expert advice

None / unsure No support needed, not sure

4.5 Climate Change Experiences and Responses by Business Size

4.5.1 Preparedness and Planning 

Formal climate preparedness is very limited, especially among micro firms:
Only 5.8% of micro enterprises report having a formal written plan, compared with 11.6%
of small firms and 23.1% of medium firms.

The dominant pattern is no planning at all, particularly among micro enterprises:
67.9% of micro firms report no plans in place, compared with 54.7% of small firms and
30.8% of medium firms.

Informal actions are more common than formal planning across all sizes (23.0% overall).

4.5.2 Perceived Barriers to Climate Resilience

Micro enterprises most frequently cite financial constraints and limited awareness, with
responses clustering around:

Cost, limited finances, lack of funding, and competing business priorities.
Small enterprises highlight structural and operational constraints, including:

Rented premises, lack of insurance, limited infrastructure flexibility, and time constraints.

Medium enterprises are more strategic in their framing, citing:
Uncertainty, underestimation of risk, infrastructure upgrades, and long-term planning
challenges.

Notably, a non-trivial minority across all sizes report “no challenges” (6.5% overall), often
reflecting low perceived relevance rather than resilience.
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Financial support dominates across all sizes, but most strongly among micro enterprises:

4.5.3 Support Needed to Build Climate Resilience

o   Requests for grants, funding, loans, and subsidies account for 25.4% of all responses.

Knowledge and awareness-building (training, workshops, education) emerge as a
consistent secondary need, especially among micro and small firms.

Medium enterprises more frequently request policy support, expert advice, and
infrastructure investment, indicating a shift from awareness to implementation.

The findings indicate that digital adoption among MSMEs in Barbados remains largely
concentrated at the lower to middle end of the digital maturity spectrum. Nearly one-quarter of
businesses describe their overall level of digital adoption as very low (23.1%), characterised by
mostly manual or paper-based processes, while a further one-third report low levels of adoption
(33.3%), typically limited to basic use of email, internet access, and social media.

Section 5: Digital Adoption and Technology Use 

5.1 Overall Level of Digital Adoption among MSMEs 

Just under one-quarter of businesses place themselves at a moderate level of digital adoption
(24.8%), indicating some use of digital tools across operations. In contrast, only a small minority
report high (11.4%) or very high (7.4%) levels of adoption, where most operations are digitised,
integrated, or cloud-based. This distribution suggests that while digital tools are present across
the MSME sector, deep digital integration remains the exception rather than the norm, with most
firms still operating in hybrid or low-tech environments.

Figure 5.1: Self-Reported Level of Digital Adoption
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based)

33.3%
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5.2 Digital Presence and Customer-Facing Platforms

When asked about digital
platforms, the findings show a
strong reliance on social media
as the dominant form of online
presence. More than three-
quarters of businesses report
using social media pages such
as Facebook or Instagram
(78.7%), making this by far the
most common customer-facing
digital channel.

Figure 5.2: Customer-Facing Digital Platforms Used
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5.3 Internal Digital Tools and Systems Table 5.1: Internal Digital Tools Used by MSMEs
Tool % of Businesses

Accounting/bookkeeping software 39.43

Scheduling and booking apps (e.g., used to set up
appointments/reservations) 29.43

POS systems 26

Inventory management systems 14

Payroll systems 13.14

CRM software 8.86

Other types (Qualitative) 5.14%

None of the above 24.86

booking applications (29.4%),applications (29.4%), point-of-sale (POS) systems (26.0%), and

inventory management systems (14%).

The main barriers to deeper digital adoption are financial and capacity-related. The most
frequently cited barrier is cost of digital tools or systems (33.8%), followed closely by lack of
digital skills within the business (29.2%).

5.4 Barriers to Digital Adoption and Expansion 

Barrier % of Businesses

Cost of digital tools/systems 33.82

Lack of time to implement changes 33.82

Lack of digital skills 29.19

Poor/unreliable internet 28.32

Data privacy/security concerns 27.46

Resistance to change among staff 13.87

Uncertainty about ROI 14.45

Table 5.2: Barriers to Digital Adoption
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5.5 Forward Intentions in Digital Tool and AI Adoption 

With respect to artificial intelligence, AI adoption
remains limited. Only 18.4% of businesses report
currently using AI tools, while a large majority
(81.6%) report no AI use at present. Where AI is
mentioned in open-ended responses, interest
centres on automation, training support, and
efficiency, alongside concerns about accuracy,
security, and loss of authenticity.

Figure 5.3: Current AI Use (% of Firms)

Looking ahead, 41.5% of MSMEs plan to adopt new
digital technologies in the next 12 months,
suggesting a meaningful appetite for further
digitisation. However, 32.7% are uncertain, and
25.8% do not plan to adopt new technologies,
indicating hesitation and uneven readiness across
the sector.

Figure 5.4: Future Intentions to use
Digital Tools (% of Firms)

Responses to the open-ended question on technology needs and concerns reveal a polarised
picture. A large share of businesses (approx. 48%) report no immediate concerns, often stating
that their current systems are sufficient or that technology is not a priority at present.Overall, this
suggests that while basic digitisation is becoming normalised, deeper engagement raises new
risks and anxieties that many MSMEs might feel ill-equipped to manage without external support
or assistance.

5.6 Technology-Related Needs and Concerns
Do not plan
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Table 5.3: Key Technology Needs and Concerns (Qualitative
Summary)

Theme Specific Issues
Cost Applications, renewal fees, equipment

Security Cybersecurity, data breaches
Reliability Downtime, system failures

Skills Training for staff and management
Strategic uncertainty ROI, relevance for small firms
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Section 6: Qualitative Focus Group of MSMEs on Key Challenges, Experiences
and Responses

To complement the quantitative survey findings, a virtual focus group discussion was conducted
among MSME owners/representatives. Participants represented a diverse range of sectors,
including manufacturing (food and skincare), creative industries (fashion and accessories),
vehicle repair, construction and maintenance services, business and financial services,
transportation, communication and storage, and wholesale/retail. The group included both male
(n = 5) and female entrepreneurs (n = 7), allowing for a balanced range of perspectives across
enterprise size and sector.

Profile of Participants

The purpose of the discussion was to deepen understanding of MSMEs’ lived experiences,
challenges, adaptive strategies, and policy priorities, and to contextualise the survey findings
with rich, firm-level narratives (emphases were placed on businesses’ urgent needs/challenges,
leveraging key business assets to overcome these challenges, views of and responses to
climate change, and suggested recommendations for supporting the wider MSME sector in
Barbados). 

Perceived Critical Challenges Facing MSMEs
Table 6.1 presents the key challenges identified in the focus group discussion. The focus group
findings depict a resilient but constrained MSME sector, characterised by strong entrepreneurial
commitment, customer loyalty, and adaptive capacity, but hindered by structural financing gaps,
labour shortages, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and growing climate risks. 

Table 6.1: Summary of Focus Group Findings
Focus Group Question / Purpose Key Themes Identified Main Issues Raised Sectors in Question

Challenges facing MSMEs Labour shortages; access to
finance; market barriers

Skills gaps, working capital
shortages, delayed payments,

digital/payment constraints

Manufacturing, vehicle repair,
construction, business & financial

services, retail

Positive developments and
opportunities

Customer loyalty; adaptation; niche
demand

Repeat clients, referrals, post-
COVID opportunities, digital reach

Services, creative industries, vehicle
repair

Key assets supporting survival Human capital; knowledge;
networks; technology

Owner skills, trusted advisors,
equipment, selective use of AI

Manufacturing, construction, creative
industries, services

Climate change impacts and
resilience

Environmental risk; operational
disruption; adaptation

Heat stress, flooding, supply chain
disruption, recycling and solar use

Manufacturing, transport, storage,
creative industries

Policy and institutional
recommendations

Ease of doing business; finance;
infrastructure

Bureaucracy reduction, faster
finance, transparency, shared

facilities
Cross-sectoral
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These insights provide a strong empirical foundation for policy recommendations aimed at
improving access to working capital, labour market alignment, climate resilience support, and
institutional efficiency, all of which are critical to strengthening the long-term contribution of
MSMEs to Barbados’ economic development. See Table 6.2 for a translation of key
challenges/constraints into strategic actions and opportunities for the MSME sector in Barbados.

Key Challenge Identified Opportunity for MSME
Development Strategic Policy and Private Sector Actions

Labour shortages and skills gaps
Development of a skilled, job-

ready workforce aligned to
MSME needs

Expand technical and vocational training;
incentivise apprenticeships; strengthen partnerships
between MSMEs and training institutions; promote

careers in trades and production sectors

Limited access to working capital and
finance

Creation of tailored MSME
financing ecosystem

Introduce more flexible financing instruments and
greater access to the same (e.g., micro-loans, credit

guarantees, blended finance); improve access to
short-term working capital; streamline loan approval

processes

Bureaucracy and administrative
inefficiencies

Modernisation of business
environment and ease of doing

business

Accelerate the digitisation exercise/agenda in
government services; simplify regulatory processes;

reduce approval times; implement MSME-friendly
compliance systems

Delayed payments (cash flow
constraints)

Strengthening of MSME
liquidity and financial stability

Introduce prompt payment policies (especially for
government contracts); incentivise faster payment

cycles; develop invoice financing solutions

Low levels of export participation Expansion into regional and
international markets

Align trade agencies with MSME export goals;
support market access initiatives; provide export
readiness training; leverage embassies and trade

offices

Overconcentration in low-revenue,
micro-scale firms

Scaling MSMEs into higher-
revenue, growth-oriented

enterprises

Provide growth-stage financing; support business
incubation and acceleration; promote formalisation

and scaling pathways

Limited participation in agriculture
and manufacturing

Import substitution and foreign
exchange generation

Invest in agro-processing and light manufacturing;
develop shared production facilities; provide

incentives for production-based MSMEs

Low climate preparedness and
resilience

Development of climate-
resilient MSMEs and green

business opportunities

Provide (greater access to) climate financing
(grants, concessional loans); offer training in

resilience planning; support adoption of sustainable
practices

Low digital adoption among smaller
firms

Digital transformation and
productivity gains

Subsidise digital tools; provide training in digital and
AI adoption; improve internet infrastructure;

promote e-commerce platforms

Table 6.2: Translation of MSME Challenges into Opportunities and Strategic Actions

The qualitative evidence reinforces the survey findings by illustrating how macro-level constraints
are experienced at the firm level and by highlighting the heterogeneity of impacts across sectors
and enterprise sizes. While this study does not directly measure the ease of doing business, the
qualitative and quantitative findings (particularly around bureaucracy, financing delays, and
administrative inefficiencies) align with broader international indicators that suggest small-island
developing states face structural bottlenecks in firm expansion and formalisation.
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CONCLUSION

2.The combined qualitative and quantitative findings of this study point to a clear structural
imbalance within the Barbadian MSME landscape, characterised by a high concentration of
employment in the services sector alongside relatively limited participation in agriculture and
industry. While services play a critical role in supporting domestic employment and income
generation, their relatively low export intensity constrains foreign exchange earnings and
limits the sector’s contribution to external balance.

1.The findings from this 2025 survey show that MSMEs remain central to Barbados’ economy
but operate under persistent constraints that have changed little since 2016. Indeed, the
current configuration of the sector does not yet position the country for sustained expansion,
export competitiveness, or economic resilience. The dominance of low-revenue firms, limited
export participation, weak scaling into higher-value activities, and persistent structural
constraints suggest that without targeted and coordinated policy intervention, the MSME
sector will continue to function as a survival-based ecosystem rather than a growth-oriented
engine of development.

3.While female participation has increased and aggregate revenue has grown, scaling,
productivity, export depth, and resilience remain limited. The strong concentration of female-
owned enterprises at the micro level raises important structural questions regarding the
scalability of women-led businesses. The data indicate that women are participating actively
in entrepreneurship, particularly at entry level, however there is limited evidence of
progression into small and medium-sized enterprises. Several factors may contribute to this
pattern. Female-owned businesses are more likely to operate in service-based and lower-
capital sectors, which typically have lower barriers to entry but also more limited growth
potential. In addition, constraints related to access to finance, collateral requirements, and
risk perception within lending institutions may disproportionately affect women-owned
enterprises, restricting their ability to scale. Social factors, including caregiving
responsibilities and time constraints, may also limit expansion capacity. 

4. In contrast, agriculture and manufacturing, despite their strategic importance for export
development, food security, and foreign exchange generation, remain underrepresented in
both employment and enterprise scale. This imbalance has important implications for
Barbados’ trade deficit and long-term economic resilience, particularly in the context of
global economic uncertainty and supply chain disruptions. Strengthening agriculture-driven
MSMEs, particularly those with the potential to scale into higher-revenue categories,
presents a critical opportunity to reduce import dependence and retain a greater share of
economic value within the domestic economy. This will require targeted support for
production expansion, agro-processing, supply chain development, and market access,
alongside financing mechanisms that enable firms to transition from micro-scale to
commercially viable operations.
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By channeling investment and policy support toward scalable agricultural MSMEs, Barbados
can begin to shift from a consumption-oriented model toward one that is more production-
driven, thereby contributing to improved food security, reduced foreign exchange leakage,
and a narrowing of the national trade deficit.

5.Addressing structural gaps will require a deliberate and coordinated policy shift aimed at
strengthening MSME participation in export-oriented and production-based sectors,
particularly agriculture and manufacturing. This includes the development of targeted
incentives to support agro-processing, light manufacturing, and value-added production, as
well as investment in sector-specific infrastructure and shared production facilities to reduce
capital barriers for small firms. The limited penetration of MSMEs into extra-regional markets
suggests the need for stronger alignment between export promotion efforts and MSME
development. Barbados’ overseas missions and trade agencies should be more directly
integrated into a coordinated export strategy, with clearly defined mandates to support
market access, trade facilitation, and deal generation for MSMEs. This will require better
targeting of resources, prioritisation of high-potential sectors, and stronger institutional
coordination to ensure that international representation translates into tangible export
outcomes.

6.A key priority is aligning training and education systems with sectoral development needs by
expanding technical and vocational programmes in agriculture, agro-processing,
manufacturing, and export readiness, while strengthening linkages between training
institutions, industry, and MSMEs to support growth. At the same time, improving access to
finance, specifically for working capital and early-stage expansion, is essential to enable firms
to scale, through targeted instruments such as credit guarantees and blended financing
tailored to the needs of agricultural and industrial enterprises.

7.Finally, financial constraints within the MSME sector pose a significant risk to climate
resilience, as firms lack the resources to invest in adaptation and risk mitigation measures.
Addressing this will require the development of targeted financing mechanisms, such as
climate-linked grants, concessional loans, and blended finance instruments, that enable
MSMEs to build resilience while maintaining operational viability. Without such support,
existing vulnerabilities at the firm level may translate into broader systemic risks for the
economy. Addressing all aforementioned challenges will require coordinated, size- and
sector-sensitive policies that go beyond entry support to actively enable firm growth,
resilience, and long-term competitiveness.
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