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Gen Z-led SMEs:
the new growth

frontier for banks

The SME sector is changing, led by Gen Z founders who
are digital-first, value-oriented, and supportive of Al.




SUMMARY

The SME landscape is shifting. It's being
driven by a new wave of ambitious Gen Z
founders — and they're nothing like their
predecessors. They're digital-first, value-
driven and pro-Al. They build businesses with
inherent purpose, drive decisions with data
and demand seamless, transparent digital
experiences. They set the bar high for
themselves — and for their financial partners.

Gen Zs' appetite for entrepreneurship is
increasing — and so is their success. While 64%
of SMEs expect their annual revenue to grow
over the next 5 years, for Gen Z founders it's
81%. These aren't a niche segment that will
quietly pass by; they're a seismic force with
real economic power.

For banks, Gen Z founders are a huge
opportunity. By proactively redesigning SME
propositions around the segment's
expectations — making them transparent,
sustainable, digital-first — banks can drive
acquisition, usage and long-term loyalty.
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consult Al when unsure about
the best course of action

say conversational Al has
increased their Al use

Understanding Gen Z
founders

To strengthen relationships with the new breed of SME founders, banks must firstly
understand them. What's driving them? What are their values? And, what do they fear?
Through our research, European SME Voices 2025 — conducted across 18 European
countries — we've gained clear insights for banks to act on,

They're Al-native decision makers

Gen Z-led SME founders aren't just comfortable with Al; they're fluent with it. They
seamlessly integrate Al into their everyday decisions, almost without a thought,
leveraging its power to navigate complexity and drive efficiency. 55% consult Al when
unsure about the best course of action and 62% say conversational Al has increased
their Al use.

This isn't mere experimentation; it's ingrained behavior. Gen Z have become
accustomed to instant intelligence, high responsiveness, dynamic tools. It's their
language — and they expect their bank to match it. It's a new reality in which static
PDFs, generic communications and clunky user journeys simply won't cut through.

They're anxious about security

While Gen Z founders are hyper-online and embrace digital solutions, they're also
acutely aware of the associated risks.

36% worry every day about falling victim to a cyberattack and 21% say they lost
customers after being targeted by a scammer. They want financial tools that are fast
and seamless but, equally, are also robust, secure and transparent. And they're not
willing to compromise.

Impact and sustainability are their default

For Gen Z founders, sustainability is more than a corporate initiative or a tick-box; it's
fundamental to their growth.

81% believe a sustainable business is future-proofed — and they're actively seeking
partners who can help them with this. They want eco-friendly products, ethical
operations, responsible financing — and all without any hint of greenwashing.
Authenticity is key and they're quick to spot when it's lacking.
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Banks must sharpen their
SME propositions

To support SMEs' growth — and fuel their own success — banks must

evolve their business card propositions. Gen Z SME founders want the

things that matter to them, seamlessly embedded in their cards — not
bolted on as an afterthought.

They care about security, sustainability, digital-first tools, real-time
financial visibility, plus tailored rewards and offers. They're used to choice
and want cards that feel as unique as they are — but they don't want
complexity with it. They want cards that put them in complete control of

their spending, 24x7, and help them keep pace with their fast-moving
daily lives.

It's a big ask. But if banks can tailor business cards to meet these
demands and challenges, they can grow SME trust and win loyalty.

Source of insights: Mastercard proprietary research, SME Voices, 2025, 18 European
countries, 4,300 SME owners
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