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Foreword 
First and foremost I need to say a sincere thank-you to all those 337 people who took the time to look 
at the survey.  Though not everyone was able to fully complete it, those who did have contributed 
greatly to our understanding of the relationship between the owner-managers in the SME sector and 
Brexit.


A second, but equally important thank-you goes to the firms of the UK200Group who took the trouble 
to ask their clients to participate.


This is the third survey I have conducted on Brexit, the first being done solely for my firm’s blog site 
(hhellp.co.uk), which was taken up by UK200Group because we recognised that it was imperative that 
firms of advisers understand how their clients feel about this issue which is dominating the media and 
pub and dinner conversations across the length and breadth of Europe and perhaps the world.  I 
expect that no other event since the Second World War has received so much debate and caused 
such differing views.


In this foreword, I will try to draw conclusions from the information we have at our disposal.  It seems 
that businesses are canny, they understand what is going on, and they are not taken in by the political 
rhetoric thrown about constantly.  By and large, the view of SME’s is that Brexit is not a great thing for 
their businesses.  Ignoring the fact that Brexit will doubtless give rise to specific matters which will 
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cause problems for some, yet opportunities for others, they know that it creates uncertainty, and 
uncertainty makes planning difficult.  Change makes people feel uncomfortable.


Yet, UK business people also know that change is what keeps the world moving and every door that 
closes leads to another opening.  Some know that they will be able to benefit from change - whatever 
it is - because they are good at adapting.  Others fear that change will present problems that may be 
insurmountable.


However, the flavour from the survey overall is that businesses will cope, but they have little 
confidence in the Establishment’s ability to even understand what needs to be done, let alone to do it.  
The chest-beating from the EU at present adds to their fear, yet seems to strengthen their resolve.  
They are aware that Mr Junker and his team are merely civil servants, and not the ultimate decision-
making politicians.  They understand that the Prime Minister’s tactic of wanting to circumvent a self-
interested civil service in Brussels and deal directly with the Heads of State is entirely the right 
approach.  Indeed they know that the people of Europe do not have an argument with the UK, nor 
vice versa.


The main desire of British businesses is to do business.  Within the survey report which follows you 
will observe that most British business people would prefer to remain in the EU.  As businesses, they 
also know that the UK must pay its debts, but should pay no more than its debts.  They would like the 
UK to form a new and positive partnership with the EU, and recognise that to do so, there will need to 
be some give and take.  This is what businesses do all the time.


The stickiest issue remains unchanged from previous surveys: free movement of people.  This is 
mainly an emotional matter, whether you are for or against free movement, but pragmatism has now 
returned to the fore.  Businesses are worried that, if we pull up the bridge, we will have neither the 
skilled nor the unskilled workforces to compete in the world. 


The overwhelmingly clear need expressed directly and indirectly is that, while we can accept that we 
might not be able to have free movement of people, businesses want free movement of workers.  In 
other words, our businesses benefit from being able to recruit in Europe.  The magic wand solution 
seems to be:


• Agree the fair exit cost and pay it - probably with the same credit terms we would have 
had if we were in the EU;


• Agree a right for workers who have work offers in the UK and Europe to be given an 
automatic right of a work permit, but not a right of permanent abode;


• Provide undertakings to agree between the EU and the UK that the employment 
conditions rules will be acceptable to both parties;


• Remain in the Customs Union, but not the Single Market;


• Allow Financial Services passporting, provided that the regulatory environments are 
matching (and since the UK is the leading light, this seems quite easy to achieve).
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These seem to be the main issues that impact on businesses.  The survey indicates that British 
businesses want a pragmatic partnership with the EU, perhaps similar to the original Common 
Market, and accept that the population (and many of them) are not interested in ever closer union.


It is very noteworthy that there was overwhelming support for Mrs May’s handling of Brexit, and while 
Brexit is not what everyone would have wanted, its challenges can be overcome of the politicians 
allow common sense to prevail and cease to see this as a power struggle between civil servants in 
Brussels and the UK as a sovereign state.


In the end, we can fully hope for, and expect, sensible compromises, spun neatly so that everyone 
looks like a winner.


Jonathan Franks 
Principal 
Hillier Hopkins, London 

May 2017
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UK200Group Brexit Forum METHODOLOGY 

Background 
This is the second survey carried out by UK200Group into the concerns and interests of small and 
medium sized businesses and their owners, and which is primarily focused on the c150,000 clients of 
UK200Group member firms.  Businesses were invited by member firms to participate, and the results 
collated centrally. 


The responses we received were similar in number to our earlier survey: 337 people took part in the 
survey.  The number of participants was subject to the active participation of member firms. 


It has now been 10 months since the EU Referendum.  The reporting in the news media concerning 
the effect is about as consistent as Boris Johnson’s foreign policy.  Each day we are told either that 
the economy is still booming or that we are about to hit a dire recession.  It is for this reason that it is 
so important to seek the views of our clients.  These are the business people on the ground who are 
truly experiencing the day to day shifting of the economic sands.


Our survey was intended to be informative for those business people, who cannot worry too much 
about political niceties.  We are painfully aware that many professional groups followed our lead in 
surveying businesses, but most were focused on very dry financial aspects.  We wanted to try to 
obtain a more qualitative understanding of what matters to owner managed businesses and their 
owners, to help them make informed decisions in their day to day business activities.


Since the survey was written Article 50 has been exercised. We are now seeing the grand-standing of 
the politicians both in the EU and the UK.  The analysis is starting to take shape. The fiscal 
implications are starting to appear, yet we are still barely out of the starting stalls.  Never the less, had 
we known when we designed the survey what we know a couple of months later, we might perhaps 
have asked other questions too.


Methodology  

The survey, as before, was divided into sections.  Last time we focused on Remainers and Leavers.   
This time we decided merely to create three sections: we asked for contextual information about the 
participant and then created two sections, for those in business and those who were not. All 
participants were invited to answer all questions if they wished.


All participants were invited to tell us, irrespective of how they actually voted, whether they would now 
vote to remain or leave the EU. We were able to compare that with answers given in our previous 
survey - in many cases the participants were the same people - to see how things have shifted.


Requests to participate were sent in waves to member firms’ clients.  We can track the timing to a 
large degree, and we have been able to detect some patterns of changes since events such as Article 
50.  There has been a move towards acceptance of the outcome and a need now to get on with it.


Unlike the last survey, we intend with the results we have obtained to focus on the matters that 
appear to be seen as most critical to SME owner-managers.  In doing so, we hope to develop our 
own hopes for the outcome of the negotiations currently taking place with Brussels.
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Document Distribution 
This document is available to members of UK200Group and may be further distributed unedited to 
their members freely.  
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General Survey Results 

Geographical Analysis 
We divided the survey into two, one for UK participators and one for those overseas. As can be seen 
below, the vast majority of our data is gathered from the UK.  Replies from other EU countries was 
widely dispersed, and no meaningful conclusions can be drawn on a country by country basis.


Age Profile 
Age profiles turned out to be significant in the original Referendum. There was a tendency to vote 
Remain among the younger elements of the population, while the older tended to vote to Leave. As 
would be expected among the clients of a group of accountants and solicitors, our participants were 
skewed toward the higher age ranges.


It can be seen on the chart overleaf that only 1% of our participants were aged under 30, while 67% 
were aged over 50 years.  This might indicate that we would expect to see a strong bias towards 
those who are happy to leave the EU, but as will be seen below, even in the last survey 57% of our 
participators wanted to remain.


Age may not therefore be the strongest driver in people’s attitudes towards Brexit. The people in our 
survey population are business people first and foremost and we can see from their comments that 

Hillier Hopkins LLP www.hillierhopkins.co.uk �7

UK Other EU USA Australia

http://www.hillierhopkins.co.uk
http://www.hillierhopkins.co.uk


UK200Group Brexit Forum RESULTS 

while they may be emotionally comfortable with leaving the EU, the deals that get struck with the EU 
are foremost in their minds.


The Age profile of our participants was as follows:


Voting Profile 
We asked, irrespective of how people voted in 
June last year, given what we now know, how 
would SME Owner Managers now vote?  


In our previous survey, 57% of participants had 
voted to remain, and 39% had voted to leave 
the EU. Our sampling population has not 
changed, and we have cross-referenced a 
number of responses to what people told us last 
summer.


It can be seen that there has been some 
movement among business people towards 
favouring the Remain position, and many 
participants do seem to have changed their 
views, however irrelevant this preference may 
now be.
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Concerns 
We see so many statements by politicians concerning the impact of many actions on post-Brexit 
Britain, including many that have little or nothing to do with Brexit or even Britain.  We picked a 
number of issues that were high up in the media spotlight at the time of designing the survey.  
Compared to our previous survey, where the questions were similar, the results seem generally 
unchanged.


Each of the above sets of statistics could be interpreted in different ways.  Our purpose in asking 
them was to examine if there is an underlying nervousness for business people because of the volume 
of unsettling issues that appear around us.  In other words, is Brexit a phenomenon which is solely 
responsible for unease or are people, being human, nervous in their businesses because they are 
nervous about many other aspects of life in the twenty-first century.


The outcomes of the questions pose new questions.  


If these things happen, will they improve or worsen your levels of confidence?

Improve Improve a 
Little

Unchanged Worsen a 
Little

Worsen

Article 50 is exercised 
quickly

15.63% 17.71% 30.21% 11.46% 25.00%

Article 50 is exercised 
as late as possible

4.86% 11.35% 21.08% 28.65% 34.05%

Article 50 is never 
exercised (stay in EU)

43.85% 9.63% 16.58% 6.95% 22.99%

We remain in the 
Customs Union

36.90% 20.32% 30.48% 5.88% 6.42%

We retain free 
movement of people

34.55% 17.28% 26.70% 11.52% 9.95%

We have a trade deal 
with the USA

22.75% 40.74% 25.93% 7.94% 2.65%

We tell the US President 
not to come here for a 
while

12.90% 13.44% 41.40% 15.59% 16.67%

The USA builds a wall 
on its Mexican border

2.66% 1.06% 43.62% 22.34% 30.32%

The USA abandons its 
travel restrictions

20.32% 24.06% 48.66% 2.14% 4.81%
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Speed of exercising Article 50 

Let us take the first two lines.  This is essentially the same question asked in two opposing ways, yet 
the outcome was not a mirror image at all, as might be expected.  When asked if exercising Article 50 
would improve confidence, about 33% thought it would, but 30% said it would have no impact on 
them and with 36% saying it would worsen things, we can also see that this was a more definite view 
than that expressed by those feeling positive about it.  


Indeed, if we apply a weighting of 2 to the more extreme “Improve” and “Worsen”, so as to reflect the 
relative strength of the answer, compared to the more moderate “… a little”, the outcome is clearer:


Bizarrely, the outcome is a weighted view that things will worsen anyway.  More to the point, few 
thought that delaying would be a good idea, while those who thought the timing was not important 
were fairly consistent between these two questions.


What we think this indicates is that the first question was answered on the basis that the vote for 
Brexit has been cast and that it was fairly evenly balanced between those who were in a hurry to get 
on with it, and those who were not.  Having regard to our population’s inclination, most felt that 
exercising Article 50 would worsen things but that there was nothing to be gained in delaying the 
inevitable.


The second question may also be attributed to the desire for certainty.  Delaying the exercise of 
Article 50 would simply create ever increasing speculation and would not successfully kick the ball 
into the proverbial long grass.


The third question re-affirms the overall view of our survey population with a strong majority in favour 
of never exercising Article 50. The extremes of the answers should be noted, and the inconsistency 
between 54% wanting the Article not to be exercised, while 67% would vote for Remain. This 
probably reflects the common sense view by many business people that the vote has been cast and 
failure to exercise Article 50 might have had some dire consequences for UK democracy.


It is also quite possible, given the answers to other questions, that the negativity is not so much about 
Brexit itself but about how well our politicians will do in the exit negotiations.


Weighted Answers

Improve Unchanged Worsen

Article 50 is exercised quickly 34.8% 21.5% 43.7%

Article 50 is exercised as late as 
possible

9.8% 21.3% 68.9%
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Key Brexit Concerns: Trade and People 

In the following two questions, we were trying to understand how important these two apparently 
bound up concepts were to business.  The UK Government is aware that within popular UK opinion, 
the movement of people is something to be controlled, while large businesses have put considerable 
pressure on the UK to maintain membership of the Customs Union and keep free movement of 
people.  Later, we asked the tongue in cheek question about participants’ understanding of the 
Customs Union, and clearly they did understand it.


It is also worth observing that in our previous survey, we found that exporting was relatively 
unimportant to many of the UK200Group businesses, and the concerns expressed by many were 
fuelled by the exchange rate movements which had cost many businesses dearly. 


There was little benefit seen in exiting the Customs Union: just 12% thought it would be helpful, while 
57% thought staying in the Customs Union would be beneficial (31% thought it would make no 
difference).  In considering this we need to be aware that the Customs Union affects not only those 
businesses that import or export, but it also impacts on those who are served by those businesses.  
As many pointed out in our last survey, it is not just the effect of duties on imports and exports in 
themselves, but on all those goods and services that along their supply chain or sales chain might be 
so affected.  A person who buys British made and sourced bread may still have to pay more because 
the delivery vans are bought from overseas and have increased in cost.


The EU has made it clear (until they change their mind, if they do) that we cannot be members of the 
Customs Union unless we maintain free movement of people.  Many voters do not want free 
movement of people, and it was a principle underlying the Leave Campaign.  Yet we have heard in the 
Press over and again that many larger businesses feel that they cannot easily survive without foreign 
labour being freely available.


It is no surprise therefore that, not quite as forceable as the Customs Union membership issue, but 
still very clearly, our participants consider that free movement of people should be retained.  In favour 
of retaining free movement were 52%, with 21% feeling that it would make matters worse.  It is not 
clear the extent to which people replying in the 21% against free movement feared the impact on 
voters rather than businesses. A further 27% were neutral on the issue.


For the purposes of UK200Group, it seems very clear that our clients are mainly not against free 
movement of people and are strongly in favour of the Customs Union.  We can only hope therefore 
that a compromise is reached which might replace the free movement of people with the free 
movement of labour.
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America 

Barely a moment goes by without some news on the USA and President Trump.  There is a degree of 
comedy, of course, but there is a very serious side to things too, and we could not resist asking 
whether UK SME’s were rattled by the events in the USA.  The outcome of our survey was gratifying 
and impressive in this respect.


Trade Deal


British businesses in the SME sector clearly want a trade deal with the USA.  It is seen as an 
important market, it seems and more than 63% of participants considered a US Trade Deal would be 
beneficial.  This was, rationally, tempered in that the focus was that it would help a little (rather than a 
lot).  Perhaps this means that it would not be a solution for all problems but it would help. Strangely, 
11% felt a trade deal with the USA would worsen matters; perhaps they considered that the EU would 
punish us more if we had other friends to play with.


Presidential Visit 

It was gratifying to see little hysteria among business people on this matter, but rather business 
people probably asked why this question was in the survey.  With a reasonably balanced set of 
answers, the overall view seemed to be that it did not matter.


The Mexican Border Wall


This was more interesting, in that, the views expressed were that it would be either neutral or 
negative.  Few saw any good coming from it.  UK SME’s are not parochial, and seem concerned 
about the impact of instability in the USA in a balanced and sensible way.


Travel Restrictions


Likewise, while 49% felt things would be unchanged for them if there are or are not travel restrictions 
in the USA, some 44% felt that their situation would improve if the restrictions were lifted.  Whether 
this is to do with increased stability or because many of our clients travel to the USA, or just generally 
that such restrictions are inappropriate, is not entirely clear.
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Political Personalities 
We felt it would be interesting to see how people ranked the various key personalities in the media at 
present.  This is a straw poll, there is very little science behind it, and it should not be taken too 
seriously.  We listed 17 people in the news, and asked people to rank them in order of how well they 
have come out of things so far.


The rankings were very different as between the UK Survey and the Overseas Survey, so we have set 
out the UK results and cross-referenced in brackets the Overseas Survey.  Most of the surveys were 
completed before Mrs May announced the General Election, and before many other twists and turns 
in the Brexit trail, yet, they are fairly consistent with news reporting and wider opinion polls:


UK Survey Ratings (Overseas) 
1. Theresa May (5)

2. Angela Merkel (2)

3. Sadiq Khan (4)

4. David Davis (15)

5. Tim Farron (6)

6. Donald Tusk (3)

7. Nick Clegg (11)

8. Francois Hollande (9)

9. Boris Johnson (10)

10. Jean-Claude Junker (7)

11. Nigel Farage (12)

12. John MacDonnell (8)

13. David Cameron (1)

14. Paul Nuttall (16)

15. Michael Gove (14)

16. Diane Abbott (17)

17. Jeremy Corbyn (13)


Although this question was intended to amuse, it is still interesting to consider.  Of course, we can 
always discuss the wording of the question, since people will have interpreted it in different ways.  
However, it is clear that in the UK survey, Theresa May was ranked number one by over 43%, the only 
response that was resounding in this question.  The spread of rankings is also significant - Mrs May 
was rated in the top five by 62% of UK participants.


Mrs Merkel also faired well.  Her ranking as number two arose because, although only 15.3% had her 
as ranking second, 17.3% had her ranking first, and 61.8% placed her in the top five.


With few Participators answering in the Overseas Survey, the results can be expected to be less 
reliable and more prone to influence from a single vote.  David Cameron ranked top, because most 
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people put him as second or third, while only one person ranked him as number one.  Mrs Merkel, on 
the other hand, was pipped at the post, despite 26.7% of the participants ranking her first, because 
many also ranked her low.


We did not seek comments on the ranking because we did not wish to publish any unsubstantiated 
opinions about individuals.  The results we publish above are nothing more than rankings set out in a 
survey and should not be taken to be an authoritative analysis of the qualities or otherwise of the 
individuals listed.


Political Organisations 
We attempted to see how SME Owner-Managers thought the various key political establishments had 
handled Brexit. There was a considerable spread of opinion concerning the EU reflecting perhaps the 
fact that at the time of the survey we have seen little but a bit of chest beating.


The opinions of our participators was, as always, not as predictable as one might expect:


The simple views indicate that no-one comes out smelling of roses. The Welsh Assembly and the NI 
Assembly were considered to be overwhelmingly indifferent in their responses to Brexit.  The surprise 
was that there was some support for the British Government, though also some criticism: the views 
were polarised.  The EU was considered indifferent but with good and bad in equal measure, while the 
Press is generally considered to have handled matters somewhere between poorly and dreadfully, 
although with a measure still of a good many people concluding that their handling was good.
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The Scottish Assembly was perhaps the most extreme outcome.  Here, participants generally did not 
approve of its handling but at best were indifferent.  A significant percentage assessed their handling 
as being either poor or dreadful.


While the above graph gives us a picture of the outcomes so that we can see the spread of opinion, 
we can also translate the responses into a single measure by weighting the responses.  Unfortunately, 
the general leaning is towards a negative view.  By applying a score of 10 to perfect, 5 to well, 0 to 
indifferent, -5 to poorly and -10 to dreadful, the scores appear disturbingly negative as follows:


Some of the comments made generally can help us to understand that the Press is being criticised 
mainly because it abounds with speculation, and each time a politician says anything, it is analysed to 
the greatest depth, whether or not it is important.  The BBC was accused as being allegedly biased 
toward Remain and therefore seeking to undermine the Brexit path - but this was only a single 
observation. 


Similarly, comments indicate that the Scottish Parliament is causing damage to the British 
negotiations by failing to stand solidly with the rest of the UK.  It seems that the indifferent 
assessment of the Welsh and Northern Ireland Assemblies is about as good as it gets.  The Overseas 
Survey is included because it was entirely consistent.
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The things people want 
We asked a number of questions to establish what is important to participants.  Specifically, we asked 
what they would LIKE to happen following Brexit, and these are summarised below:


We have had to abbreviate some of the questions to save space, and they warrant further comment.


It is clear that almost 60% wanted the UK to remain in the Customs Union. Much has been said of the 
relationship between this and the free movement of people, and it can be seen that only 41% were in 
favour of granting special rights to EU workers.  This will remain a burning issue it seems, because the 
views are so polarised and emotional, but it ought to be capable of simple resolution, if as some have 
suggested in our survey, it is work related.


A highly desired outcome is also that we drop the harmonisation of financial reporting - which has 
become unintelligible to almost all users - and create our own clear system suitable for UK purposes.  
Alongside this, 44% saw Brexit as an opportunity to completely overhaul our tax systems without 
concerns for anti competition issues.  It appears to be perceived that much of the more onerous and 
incomprehensible  accounting burdens appear to stem from the EU harmonisation programme.


It is interesting that nearly 38% hoped that employment law will be made more sensible, even though, 
in fact, the UK’s employment standards and protections go far beyond those imposed by the EU.
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It was surprising that as many as 4.5% wanted the UK and Europe to enter into a tariff war, and it 
seems that some felt that a tariff war would force the UK to supply itself better; several were engaged 
in agriculture, which we can see may benefit in the short term from tariffs.  One suggested the 
creation of UK Agriculture Policy, but with no specifics on what that would involve.


We invited users to set out their own wishes as well.  Several (2.5%) hoped we would reverse the 
Brexit decision, though they also commented that they understood that this would mean we might 
have to enter the Euro as well, and so were less keen on that idea.  One person suggested that if the 
government could merely delay things indefinitely it would help.


Several companies which engage in Research and Development projects hoped that the UK will 
continue to be a partner in the EU R&D Programmes. 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Brexit for Individuals 
General Findings 
As we noted at the start, our survey considered both individuals, generally those who may be retired 
or investors in businesses but not actively involved, and the businesses themselves.  This section 
considers the Individuals.


Individuals have different concerns to business, but many issues also overlap.  For example, a weak 
pound will hit importers, but benefit exporters, while in the short term, it may favour overseas 
investments and investors, yet lead to inflation.  Inflation is generally seen as a bad thing, yet, one of 
the ways economists expected the UK to cut its total debt was through inflation - but that depends on 
the currency in which the debt is denominated.


There was no confidence that Sterling would recover in value.  Some 80% of individuals considered 
that the pound has fallen and will not bounce back.  


55% considered that public services will deteriorate because, without free movement of people, there 
will be insufficient staff to provide them.  Yet the same number of people were worried that 
unemployment would rise in the UK as global businesses leave.  However, 90% believed that there 
would be no improvement in public services as a consequence of reduced demand.


48% felt that exiting the Single Market would damage our exports, but also saw that if interest rates 
rise because of inflation or the weak pound, this would benefit investors and pensioners. Interestingly, 
similar numbers felt that the Single Market has artificially inflated prices for decades.


Regarding taxes, there was a general desire to completely re-invent the tax regimes in the UK and that 
Brexit may be an opportunity to do so.   However, most Individuals (75%) indicated that membership 
of the EU will have little effect on those not in business, even though 38% thought it likely that 
personal taxes would increase to make way for reduced corporate tax rates.


Although interesting, when we review that spread of these statistics we observe that the views are 
very disparate and we should be careful about drawing conclusions where there is not a clear and 
profound weighting of the results.


We found that there was consistency in the answers by UK and Overseas Participants.


Investors and the Retired 
When the results of the Referendum were declared, many investors feared a market crash.  This did 
not happen, and many, especially those with diversified portfolios and overseas investments benefited 
from significant growth.  There was much discussion about the reasons and the  likely future, and of 
course, like with every attempt to gaze into the future, no-one has a clue.


In our survey, we asked questions about this and we allowed the “Don’t know” option, because that 
allows us also to speculate about confidence levels.  
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There was a generally negative bias as to future confidence in investment returns, but that overseas 
returns would do better than those in the UK.  On the other hand there was near certainty that interest 
rates will rise, though there is no clear causative link between Brexit and that outcome.  Although not 
as resounding, there seemed to be a view that property prices will fall, though also not necessarily as 
a consequence of Brexit.


As if to reinforce the fact that people have such divergent views, we asked the tongue in cheek 
question: “How likely is it that nothing much will change as a consequence of Brexit except the 
excuses?”, and the spread of answers was identical for and against.


Employment prospects 
Equally extreme was the question of whether opportunities for the young will diminish. Of our sample, 
55% thought they would of which 44% were extreme in the view, while 38% said the opportunities 
would improve, also at the extreme end.


However, regarding general employment opportunities, the individuals were less positive, 50% saying 
that opportunities would diminish, 25% saying there would be little change, and 25% thinking there 
may be a slight improvement.


Alongside these views was a strong view that state benefits neither become more flexible nor better 
targeted.  


Investment Advisers 
Good news for investment advisers: the survey indicated that their advisers are doing about as well as 
they can expect them to do, and are very sympathetic to the fact that their investment advisers know 
no more than anyone else.  Less than 10% felt that their advisers were not providing sufficient insight.
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Comments Regarding Individuals 
The number of comments in the survey in this category was relatively small, as it was not our direct 
focus.  We found that overseas Individuals were often UK Ex-Pats who expressed concerns about 
their future and questioned the knowledge of the government.  


Brexit has created some very polarised view points and there is no evidence whatsoever in our survey 
that these views are less extreme now than they were last summer. Views were expressed that 
indicated “Less talk and more action”, while others say “Brexit is the single worst decision to be made 
in my lifetime”.  There is little moderation in any comments.


Because of this we have gathered the “leave” comments and “remain” comments and tried to fathom 
what they mean.


Those generally positive about Brexit are concerned about delay, feeling it will take many years.  They 
express the view that Brexit is right for the UK and some feel that Theresa May was right to call for an 
election to prevent a change of government during the Brexit process.  Although supportive of the 
Prime Minister, there is a degree of concern that in such important matters, politicians are still being 
hopelessly dishonest, or perhaps lack competence.  


It is interesting to see that several people say that they would vote Remain given the chance to vote 
now, but given that the vote has happened, and that they are appalled by the rhetoric from the EU, 
they are now strongly of the view that the exit should be quick and decisive.  Others remain extremely 
positive about the prospects for the UK, providing opportunity both to the UK and also to the EU to 
reform.  There are several views that indicate EU reform is now needed or it will suffer.


The other views are greater in number within our survey, but they are generally consistent.  They tell of 
a messed up future, that politicians have used the Leave campaign to further their own careers rather 
than actually believing in it.  The view expressed by one person was that no-one is doing well at all, 
and that a few, such as “David Davies” are at least learning - but far too slowly.


The tone overall is depressing and there was one point that needs special comment.  One Participant 
suggested (paraphrasing) that closeness of the vote, the subsequent rhetoric, the arguments and 
protests all mean that that we have a dreadfully divided society which is at the point of breaking and 
which cannot accept majority rule.  It undermines the fabric of democracy.  The suggestion by 
politicians that ever more referendums are needed indicate that they do not accept the democracy 
that exists in the UK, and hope instead to manipulate the voting public.


It is unfortunate that this part of the survey results was not at all positive.
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Brexit for SME’s 
SME’s comprise the vast majority of UK businesses, and provide much of the UK’s employment as 
well.  Most large companies were once one or more SME’s, and government would be foolish to 
ignore them.  They are also the UK200Group’s main focus.


Our survey asked more that 200 SME’s their views on Brexit.  


The Single Market 
Our first question was, we thought, a little tongue in cheek, as we asked people what they understood 
by “The Single Market”.  There was, however, a point to the question.  We were not seeking to trip 
people up, but rather, by providing a range of definitions, to see which sat most comfortably with 
Participants, since many of the definitions were very similar.


The point of this is that, in all the discussion we see on the Single Market, there are always different 
nuances that are brought up as to how it may apply.  In negotiating a Brexit that works for our SME’s, 
we need to understand which elements are important to them. 


Participants were invited to select as many answers as they thought may be correct.  The table below 
sets out the relative popularity of the answers.


Within the detailed view of “other”, were: “the free movement of financial capital”, and the addition of 
the point that the Single Market is created by a series of rules and regulations enacted similarly in 
each country.


The outcome of this question, however, is that while 78% regard an absence of tariffs and restrictions 
to be fundamental, only 45.6% would include employment, business rules and government support 
as coming into play.  Very few felt that there should be an even playing field across nations, with no 
competitive advantages being permitted and where the quality of goods should be equivalent.


The Single Market
A zone where there are no tariffs or restrictions in trade between 
countries 78.11%
A zone where the effect and methods of doing business in one country 
are as near as possible the same, including rules for employment, taxes, 
tariffs and government support

45.56%

A zone where people can move freely 41.42%
A zone where all the rules for doing business are the same, including 
taxes and tariffs 21.89%

A zone where quality of goods in each country will be equivalent 17.75%

A zone where no one country has a competitive advantage over others 11.83%

A zone where all pricing in all member states is comparable 5.33%

Other 1.18%
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When we read these answers in converse, we can, perhaps, start to see why the EU stance regarding 
negotiations is as hard-line as it is.  The view expressed by our Participants might be interpreted as 
our wanting to have our cake and to eat it.  It is as if to say, we want the open goal of access to the 
whole of the population of Europe, yet many are unwilling, it seems to link that benefit with the cost of 
compliance with the same rules that other countries must play under.


It is therefore interesting to see how the overseas replies compared:


Although the sample size was much smaller, the outcome has one fundamental difference: the free 
movement of people.  This was always going to be an issue from the outset, and it is clear that we are 
quite divided over it.


Overseas Responses to The Single Market
A zone where there are no tariffs or restrictions in trade between 
countries 71.43%
A zone where the effect and methods of doing business in one country 
are as near as possible the same, including rules for employment, taxes, 
tariffs and government support

35.71%

A zone where people can move freely 64.29%
A zone where all the rules for doing business are the same, including 
taxes and tariffs 0.00%

A zone where quality of goods in each country will be equivalent 14.29%

A zone where no one country has a competitive advantage over others 28.57%

A zone where all pricing in all member states is comparable 7.14%

Other 0.00%
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In our next question we delved a little further, and we asked how exiting the single market might affect 
people who trade across EU borders.  It was hard to find too much that people found positive about 
exiting from the Single Market, but there were some positives.  


We weighted the responses so that where people thought things would remain the same, they took a 
value of NIL, matters that were considered beneficial were positive scores and costly items were 
treated as negatives.  Thus a positive score indicates that it is overall considered beneficial and the 
higher the score, the more beneficial it is perceived.  Likewise the the reverse applies for negative 
scores.


Two areas of concern were flagged as being positive: freedom for the UK to determine its own taxes 
and its own employment rules.  The positivity here was weak and that is likely to relate to the 
uncertainty that the UK government would in the end do anything helpful to SME’s.  There is little 
evidence to support the hypothesis that it might.


The creation of tariffs is largely feared by business, but equally restrictions on doing business of any 
sort is a major concern.  This doubtless is a concern of the financial services sector, which has made 
it clear already that the ability to passport services and products into the EU is of great importance to 
them.


Many businesses saw restrictions on movement of people as a barrier to their business.  It is not clear 
whether that is because of the need to satisfy demand for labour, or whether it is seen as an issue 
because news reporting expresses the EU view that retaining the Single Market is dependent on the 
free movement of people (among other things).
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The Customs Union 
The Customs Union is not the same as the Single Market, but is often confused with it.  It is a part of 
the Single Market which existed long before the term “Single Market” was ever used.  Customs Union 
is the concept that for import and export purposes, there is only one border, and that is around the 
outside of the EU.  Goods imported into the EU in any country, have been imported across the EU at 
the same time.  The consequence is that goods and services in one EU country can be bought and 
sold within the EU without any further import restrictions.  The relationship to the Single Market is 
clearly very close, but it is by no means the same.


Of those who participated, there were some very interesting answers, but the general view was 
optimistic.  There were several people who expressed severe concerns, but, as can be seen from the 
graphic below, the view was largely optimistic.


The 36% who answered “as one door closes, another opens”, may perhaps be taking the view that 
was not asked in the previous question: what about the opportunities to trade in other markets?  The 
reason we have not asked this question is because while it is apparent that there is opportunity to 
look outside of the EU, we already do so, and no other trade deals exist at present.  Any views on this 
can only be based on broad supposition.
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People and Resources 
We invited Participants to complete the sentence: “An end to free movement of labour will…”.


This question is a fiercely polarised one, and deliberately allowed our remarkably sensible population 
of Participants to consider the various aspects.  The question did indeed generate much emotion as 
we also asked people to explain their answers.  Some, it is true, reflected mantras which politicians 
have put forward, with no real logic, but these were very few.  Most people proffered carefully weighed 
up and considered responses, even if still quite extreme in the end.


The graphic below illustrates the responses to each of our suggested answers. 


There was an overwhelming view that we will suffer a skills shortage if there is no free movement of 
people.  Although this was the main highest scoring outcome, SME’s also noted that there would be a 
negative impact on diversity, and interaction overseas.  Similarly, and reinforced by comments, those 
who rely on unskilled labour (mainly in agriculture) were also concerned.


There were positive comments too.  There was a significant recognition that UK employment 
prospects would improve, although drilling into the comments people made indicated that people 
may well not want the jobs on offer.  Some commented that, as a country enjoying nearly full 
employment, we do not need to protect our jobs, but need people to do them.


There were many “other” choices selected.  Most of these stated that the UK is in need of skills from 
overseas, but many pointed out that this may result in our drawing more from Commonwealth 
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countries.  It was clear that some people felt that the uncertainty caused might also be difficult.  For 
example, there was concern that people who could not be sure of a right to build a home in the UK 
and keep it might feel unsettled.


Interestingly, quite a number of comments referred to reputational damage being done to the UK for 
stopping the free movement of people.  


There were few cogent arguments given to restrict free movement.  The majority of those who 
favoured restrictions talked of UK jobs being taken, and that we should escape the dependency we 
have built on foreign workers.


Have SME’s considered the impact on their workforce? 
As we moved to this point we were seeking an understanding of whether businesses considered that 
there was a reason to review their workforce and assess the likely impact of Brexit.  Clearly, impact 
assessments are generally considered important whenever there is an expectation of significant 
change.


Only 12% of firms had a strategy.  It is fair to say that many commented that they have no strategy 
because their workforce would be unaffected (45%), or because they have a small workforce that 
does not include EU Nationals. 


A further 13% had considered their position and concluded that it was not not something they could 
do anything about.  It is not clear whether they had reached that conclusion on their own or under 
advice.
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There were three main strategies for handling skills shortages which were entered into the comments, 
comprising:


• Those who are already dealing with overseas situations and are used to immigration issues where 
they apply;


• Those who have determined to start to extend the outsourcing of work;


• Those who planned to relocate overseas.


Quality Standards 
The EU has been much criticised for the imposition of numerous standards that are irrelevant to UK 
businesses and people.  We asked a simple question as to whether these standards would improve or 
stay the same or whether we could expect a deterioration once we have left the EU.  The view by 
71% of our Participants was that our standards would improve or remain the same.


Pan-European Groups 
We have heard much about global businesses, but many SME’s do operate across Europe. However, 
in our sample, only 16% worked in or owned a Pan-European firm.  This is an essential statistic for 
UK200Group, and it is likely that Pan-European issues are likely mainly to affect clients of the larger 
firms in the group.  


It is gratifying that there remained a level of interest in this subject by all Participators.  Many 
expressed a view (36%) of all, and mirrored within the UK and overseas, that the UK would most likely 
remain a head office of choice because of the strength of the UK in regulatory and taxation 
environments.  However, a similar number disagreed.


Indeed 63% felt that the UK remained attractive due to accessibility, yet a strong majority expected 
head offices to move to Paris or Frankfurt.


Most important was the view held by 69% that the UK Government and the EU must make special 
arrangements to allow for Pan-European groups.


Financial Services Industry 
It is widely acknowledged that financial services are one of the major generators of the UK’s GDP.  
Because of the wide range of businesses taking part in our survey, we did not get too technical. 


There is a clear recognition by most that the City does require European interaction, and that the 
passporting of skills and products throughout Europe is needed (this means the ability to use our own 
regulatory environment as being good enough for anywhere in Europe).


It has been suggested by some, that if the EU will not work with the UK, the UK will create a tax 
environment that will allow market forces to support the transfer of the right people.  This would 
effectively mean strong and helpful tax frameworks.
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Some 21% felt that the UK is such a great place that businesses could not work elsewhere.  This is 
nice to consider, but it may not be that realistic.  There was a notable 16% who felt that it would be 
good in the long term to reduce our dependence on financial services.
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How will Brexit affect your business 
We invited freeform comments, and in this section we pick up on several of them.


We will not publish them all as we did on the last occasion because some are inappropriate and 
others reveal the author potentially.  However there were several clear, if disparate messages.  The 
early comments (dating from before Article 50) were very negative about Brexit, except for those who 
were just glad that the Leave vote won.  The polarisation remained and people were fairly scathing of 
the other view.


After Article 50 was triggered, the comments seem to take on a different flavour.  Indeed as time has 
gone by ever more responses seem to suggest that there is opportunity in globalisation, such that 
there will be little effect.  


Quite a number of responses suggested that Brexit will simply not affect them.  However, almost half 
of those who said that added a caveat that there is likely to be a general shrinking of the UK economy, 
which will of course affect them.


A similar number feel that Brexit will have a negative impact and highlight:


• Coming out of the Common Agricultural Policy


• Labour shortages and skills shortages


• Damage to the financial services industries


• Insular behaviour


• Surge in racism


• Reduced EU funding especially for R&D projects


• Inflation and foreign exchange issues


• A general monetary squeeze due to banking issues.


We should add a few other interesting points.  Several comments concerning the financial services 
industry noted that it is an illusion that there is “passporting” at present.  For example, one alleges 
that France prevents most UK insurance products being sold already, by not allowing the sales 
methods (eg web-based sales).  They therefore suggest that Brexit may not have all the negative 
issues associated with it as we might think for that industry.


Another consequence, it is suggested, is that the property market will fall - though there are no signs 
yet.
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Conclusions 
As with our previous survey, we leave the main conclusions to be drawn from the UK200Group Brexit 
Forum on 12 May 2017.  However, in writing this document we think we can draw some key points 
out.  Most will appear in the Foreword at the front of this document, but we can see that SME’s do 
appear to require government to address certain issues:


• Businesses require access to labour markets beyond the UK;


• Businesses require access to non-UK funding sources;


• Businesses would like access to the Single Market but accept that they can’t have it on 
the same terms as at present;


• Businesses wish to be able to trade with European counterparts;


• The financial services industry needs access to Europe, its markets and its people;


• Businesses and people want to be able to create high quality standards relevant to the 
UK and not to others, but such that their standards are acceptable to others;


• On balance, businesses do seem to consider that the negatives relating to Brexit rather 
outweigh the positives.


We were expecting that business would by now have been moving into a positive opportunity focus.  
There are, after all, opportunities that arise from Brexit, not least the shedding of the restrictions that 
make it difficult to work outside of the EU.  We have, however, seen little evidence, but more 
resignation.


Business is robust and economic forces work to find solutions to all issues eventually.  The problem 
appears to be concerns about the short term, and based on some of the general comments, UK 
Business has little faith in the UK Government to deliver anything useful.
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