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Introduction 
Trade and Export Finance works with the Institute of Export to produce this annual survey, which dates back 
to 1996. The research continues to be recognised by the Government and its various departments, Banks, 
Credit Insurers, other service providers and the wider international trading community. 

The survey explores the changing trading conditions in the various geographical regions. It investigates 
current issues that have an impact on the ability of exporters and importers to trade in international markets.  

It analyses the support provided by financial institutions and Government departments to companies trading 
internationally. It builds on the research conducted over the last seventeen years into exporters trading 
needs. From 1996 until 2005, the surveys concentrated on exports. Today, many imports are re-exported or 
sourced from overseas markets and sold into markets in Asia, the Middle East and North America without 
reaching the UK. Our research has expanded to reflect this change and now covers both imports and exports. 

The survey questionnaire is progressively revised each year to ensure that it monitors the changes affecting 
world trade, remains relevant to companies trading internationally and reflects the underlying trends in their 
business.  

Over the past five years, conditions on the international trade scene have changed. There have been changes 
in Governments across Europe, a double-dip recession and the Euro continues to suffer from volatility. There 
has been pressure on the financial markets caused by Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain,  which have 
included economic bailouts by the IMF and European Central Bank. 

This survey is the only independent and the longest running of its kind in the UK. Other surveys canvass the 
views of specific organisations, whereas this survey seeks the views of the wider international trading 
community in the UK.  

This survey has been sponsored by AIG as part of its ‘Thought Leadership’ programme. The survey was 
undertaken by Trade & Export Finance Limited, whose directors have been involved in the surveys since their 
inception in 1996.  

AIG 
American International Group, Inc. (AIG) is a leading global insurance organisation serving customers in more 
than 130 countries and jurisdictions. AIG companies serve commercial institutional and individual customers 
through one of the most extensive worldwide property-casualty networks of any insurer. In addition, AIG 
companies are leading providers of life insurance and retirement services in the United States. AIG common 
stock is listed on the New York Stock Exchange and the Tokyo Stock Exchange.   

Institute of Export 
The Institute of Export is the UK’s only professional body for those engaged in international trade. Founded in 
1935, and enjoying the patronage of HRH The Duke of Kent, it is a registered charity. Its core activity is the 
education and training of professional and international traders through school, college, university courses, 
distance learning and in the workplace. The Institute’s Charitable Deed requires it to undertake research into, 
and offer recommendations on solving problems and issues related to the UK’s international trade. The 2013 
survey is the latest in a continuous programme of research geared to meeting this objective. 
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Trade and Export Finance  
Trade and Export Finance Ltd (TAEFL) provides advice on all aspects of banking and finance. The company 
maintains a comprehensive database of the products and services offered by all of the major banks and 
related service industries. This database, which includes details of products, tariffs and strategies adopted by 
banks and related service companies, is continuously updated through the company’s work with major 
corporations in reviewing their trade finance and cross-border payment practices and in providing assistance 
and bank relationship reviews. The unique position of TAEFL in the marketplace allows it to help both 
providers and suppliers of services to identify and develop products that are best suited to their needs. 
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1.0 Executive Summary 

1.1 Headlines  

Demand for UK-sourced products is a major factor driving exports. Many companies are reporting 
that overseas buyers are placing orders with them based on their reliability and skills, despite some 
of the goods being sourced overseas. 

This Survey sees the launch of the AIG Export Confidence Index which stands at 58.5; a fall in 
confidence from 71.2 in 2012. If the index were to have been available for the 2007 survey, it would 
have stood at 61.1. 

The Confidence Index still shows that 3 out of 5 companies expect their exports to grow over the next 
5 years. 

Less than 50% of exporters believe that continued membership of the EU is critical for their 
business. However those companies with a larger turnover believe membership is critical. If we use 
the 80/20 rule, 80% of exports into Europe are conducted by 20% of the companies, so we should 
listen to those companies who will face the greatest impact. 

Exporters’ lack of experience in exporting is the single most constraining factor for companies 
entering overseas markets. 

The gap between micro companies, small and medium sized companies and larger companies is 
widening, both in the form of finance and the support received from Government Departments. 

UK Government support for exporters provided by UK Trade and Investment (UKTI) and UK Export 
Finance (UKEF) has increased over the past year. More companies are now aware of the schemes 
available, but more traction is required to increase the take-up. 

Bank Finance is a factor which is holding companies back, with no growth in the use of export 
finance. This is a key area which is preventing UKEF from supporting more businesses, as all 
guarantees have to be given by banks. 

Lack of knowledge and training is constraining export momentum, especially for small and medium 
sized companies. The information is available but companies need to avail themselves of the 
support. 

1.2.  Overview 

This survey is the longest running, and only independent survey in the UK. Our respondents trade 
internationally. Similar surveys solely canvass the views of their members, whereas this survey 
explores a wider trading community. 

The respondents to this survey generate £12.6bn of sales annually, of which £6.2bn is exported. 
They employ 111,000 staff. 

The majority of companies sell direct to their buyers either as direct exports from the UK or indirectly 
from Asia to overseas buyers without the goods touching the UK. 
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1.3  Exporting 

Despite the continuing global economic conditions, the overseas demand for UK products is driving 
export growth, closely followed by UK companies having an export strategy. This year sees over 50% 
of companies with a turnover above £1m a year having such a strategy. This is a significant growth 
compared to previous years. 

Europe is still seen as the UK’s main export market followed by: Asia, China, Middle East, Eurasia 
and North America. 

1.4  EU Membership 

This was not a referendum, but the survey sought the views of companies trading in overseas 
markets. The larger companies believed that continuing membership was crucial to their business, 
whereas the smaller companies were finely divided, with similar numbers for and against the UK’s 
continuing membership. 

1.5 Factors influencing the ability to export.  

Lack of experience was a major factor in holding back exports. This could also be taken as a lack of 
confidence. UKTI has invested resources to support companies through the export journey but many 
companies have not taken the initiative. Issues raised include a fear of losing intellectual property 
and not knowing whom they should be contacting overseas.   

Foreign Exchange features highly this year and is due to the volatility of the foreign exchange 
Markets. 

Companies state that lack of production capacity prevents exports. This implies that companies are 
running at full production. This hides a key area which is allied to production: companies require 
both cash flow and investment to grow.  

Finance or lack of confidence in obtaining finance is a constraint on exporters. The use of Export 
Finance has not increased since last year despite the efforts of UKTI and UKEF. 

 85% of all companies responding to this survey rated their banks as satisfactory or better; an 
increase of 9% since 2012. Companies with a turnover above £10m were more critical of their 
banks, compared with their position in 2012. 

78% of respondents reported that their banks do not provide advice on imports and exports. The 
advice that was sought was on markets and how to export. Most companies stated that their bank 
provided advice on letters of credit and foreign exchange. 

Letters of Credit was the banking product most widely used by our respondents: there was a 
significant increase from last year.  This reflects the greater payment risks globally, including those 
surrounding China.  

 Letters of credit 72% 
 Overdraft     57% 
 Bank Guarantees     30% 
 Trade Finance     30% 

Trade Finance and Invoice Finance were mainly used by importers, while the top three were used by 
both exporters and importers. 
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1.6 Risk Management  

40% of respondents protect their credit risks, a fall of 13% since last year. Despite an increase in 
Global credit risk and an extending of credit terms, companies in the higher turnover bands were 
more risk adverse than the smaller companies. Ironically, it is the smaller companies that would 
suffer the greatest should a customer default. 

Companies with turnover above £25m used credit insurance. Respondents with turnover of £1m to 
£5m use advance payments rather than other risk models. 

Credit insurance is delivered by insurers for companies with turnover over £5m. While banks appear 
to provide credit insurance to the smaller turnover bands, this is delivered through the banks’ invoice 
financing products. 

1.7.  Financing International Trade 

Companies are still using their own funds to finance exports. Two out of three companies continue to 
use their own funds, including accumulated reserves. About 50% of companies trading solely in the 
UK use their own funds. 

The larger companies report that they have sufficient funds for their business, with the smaller 
turnover bands being less confident. However, we have anecdotal evidence that ‘Companies are 
making do’ and are reluctant to request additional facilities because they believe either that banks 
will view them as having cash flow problems or that the banks will increase interest rates and fees 
for any increases in facilities. 

Respondents requiring finance required working capital as export finance. 

We are disappointed that there has not been more growth in financing exports, despite greater 
awareness of UKEF’s schemes which are designed to provide guarantees to banks in order that they 
can make increased facilities available to exporters. We have evidence that many companies require 
support for working capital against orders, and support for bonds and guarantees, but banks are 
unwilling to provide support to these companies. Exporters remain reliant on banks to provide 
support before they can make use of the Government’s schemes. We believe this continues to slow 
down the UK’s export initiative. 

1.8 Organisations giving export advice  

Chambers of Commerce have overtaken UKTI as the organisation most widely used for giving export 
advice, increasing 20% since 2012. This increase reflects the change in the delivery mechanism in 
which UKTI’s regional services are provided by UKTI international trade advisors based in Chambers 
of Commerce and jointly badged ‘UKTI/Chamber of Commerce’. UKEF advisors are also based within 
the Chambers, adding to UKTI support for exporters. This also accounts for the reduced delivery by 
UKEF. UKTI provision of support has grown to 50% from 46% last year. 

The support provided by banks has fallen from 36% to 15%. Reliance on the internet has also fallen 
by 16%. 
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1.9   Government Support 

The major area of improvement in this year’s survey is the greater awareness of Government 
schemes, with nearly one in four respondents aware of the available support.  More companies 
should be aware of the plethora of services. 

Companies with a turnover above £5m appear to be most aware of the services available. UKTI 
support is provided through Chamber of Commerce offices. Exporters should be made more aware of 
UKTI’s involvement and support. 

Respondents with turnover above £25m make greater use of the  support on offer. This includes the 
services of overseas embassies and consulates. The smaller companies are making more use of 
Passport to Export and OMIS. 

Respondents have reported a slight increase in their awareness of UKEF. This is understandable as 
UKEF re-launched its operation. This year, the proportion of respondents who have obtained support  
from UKEF has doubled from 6% to 13%. We believe that support could have been greater if banks 
had been more supportive to exporters seeking to use the schemes. 

1.10  Training 

The majority of companies do not train staff in international trade. The smaller companies seek 
experience over qualifications with many preferring a business degree. Few have adopted the 
apprenticeship schemes and, disappointingly, under half of the companies who train staff use the 
recognised Institute of Export qualification. 

Less than one in three small companies see a specific need for training, although we believe that 
these companies need to be more aware of the finance schemes available and how effective these 
can be. 

1.11  Conclusions 

AIG Export Confidence Index fell in 2013 but exporters remain confident of growth in the next five 
years. There is strong demand for UK Companies to supply goods. 

Many Companies continue to use their own funds and are reluctant to approach banks for finance. 
We continue to see a reluctance of banks to support exporters and this is observed by UKEF’s 
difficulty in getting the banks to support export finance opportunities 

Many companies value the UK’s membership of the EU. While smaller companies appear 
ambivalent, with support for the UK’s withdrawal (or continued membership on significantly altered 
terms) evenly divided. 

UK Government support delivered through UKTI, UKEF and the Chambers of Commerce is gaining 
traction, but there is still a long way to go. 

There is a growing divide between smaller businesses - those with turnover up to £25m and larger 
enterprises with a turnover above £25m. 

Micro businesses require support on all access to finance, more access to overseas Embassies and 
Consulates and a wider range of training for their staff. 

The larger companies use a wide range of services and have support from banks due to the strength 
of their balance sheets. Many companies in this turnover band, however, struggle to obtain bank 
support despite the support of UKEF to fund their overseas orders. 
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2.0 Research Methodology  

This year’s questionnaire builds on the previous questionnaires to ensure a consistency of analysis 
while highlighting the changes affecting exporters and importers. The scope of the survey has been 
extended to provide a more detailed analysis of companies involved in international trade.  

The survey has been conducted by email, online and by telephone interviews. This year we emailed 
over 18000 companies and received over 1600 responses.  

The survey was undertaken in February and April 2013. The number participating was 15% greater 
than in 2012.  

Trade and Export Finance Ltd undertook additional qualitative analysis by telephone to provide 
greater understanding of the issues facing companies. These findings are detailed within the report, 
together with specific comments made by the respondents.  
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3.0 Profile of Respondents  

What business sector are you in? 

 

Understanding the nature of the business activity in which respondents are involved is fundamental 
to the integrity and success of an analytical survey. Rather than have those respondents select one 
of a limited number of prescribed categories from a list of tick boxes, the 2013 survey invited 
respondents to describe their business activity.   

Those open-ended responses were analysed and collated into indicative categories, which are shown 
above. ‘Manufacturing’ covers all activities where a respondent’s turnover is derived by adding value 
in a production or manufacturing process. 

On that basis, manufacturing and engineering companies account for 53% of all respondents. 
Electronics, ICT, consultancy services and financial services accounted for an aggregate of 20% of 
responses.  

As in the previous surveys in this series, respondents were drawn from all types of corporate 
structure. They include multi-nationals and their subsidiaries with diverse trading interests, medium-
sized businesses, and an array of smaller organisations including companies, partnerships and sole 
traders. With that diversity of structures, businesses responding to the 2013 survey had turnover 
across the spectrum from under £1 million to in excess of £25 million.  The median size of the 
respondents was in the turnover band £1 million up to £5 million. 
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How many years have you been trading overseas? 

 

 

 

 

 

Are you currently exporting, importing or doing both? 

 

Given that the title of this study is ‘International Trade Survey’, businesses have been drawn to take 
part in it because they are directly involved in the processes of exporting, importing, or trading in 
both directions.  A very small number of respondents – close on 1% of the total - were considering 
whether to trade internationally, and have responded accordingly.  

57% of respondents were exporters; 5% were importers and 37% were both importers and exporters.  
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Analysis of the length of time for which respondents have been trading internationally reveals that 
87% have been engaged in exporting or importing for 10 years or more; a small number of that 
group having been involved in international trade for more than a century. The experience provided 
by these long term international traders is invaluable when determining international trading 
strategies for UK exporters in general. 

The remaining 13% of respondents have been importing or exporting for under 10 years. The fact 
that the number of international traders falls off sharply under 5 years is a clear indication that 
companies have been failing to enter the international arena in sufficient numbers over the past 
decade. The number of businesses starting to export in the past five years – essentially after the 
global financial crisis took hold -  is much lower than might reasonably have been expected or is 
desirable in the context of promoting international trade from the UK. 
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What is your current turnover? 

 

As 64% of all respondents involved in the 2013 survey have a turnover of less than £5 million, it is 
clear that international trade is not the exclusive domain of large companies with networks of 
international subsidiaries.   

The total turnover represented by the companies in this survey amounts to approximately £12.6 
billion. 

According to the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), there are currently an 
estimated 1.94 million businesses in the UK with a turnover less than £2 million, 90,000 between 
£2 million and £25 million, and 10,200 companies with a turnover in excess of £25 million.  While 
there are many small SMEs which could never become involved in international trade given the 
nature of their activities, the information revealed by companies which took part in this survey 
indicates the huge opportunities for trade open to companies right across the SME spectrum in 
particular. 

 Changes in projected turnover from 2012 to 2013 

 
                        2013                                                                                      2012 

 

Companies were asked to comment on their 2013 business growth projections.  

 60% of companies reported that their export turnover would increase this year (compared with 
70% in 2012). 

 32% reported their turnover would remain the same (compared with 24% in 2012). 

 8% of respondents reported a decrease in export turnover (compared with 6% in 2012).  
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On the basis of the responses to this and related questions, it is reasonable to observe that,  as the 
scale of a business involved in exporting increases, exports play a progressively larger part in its 
economic success.  

Do you see your dependency on export business increasing or decreasing over 
the next five years? 
 

Turnover Band Growing 
2013 

Growing 
2012 

Contracting 
2013 

Contracting 
2012 

Static 
2013 

Static 
2012 

Up to £1m 53 58 10 9 37 33 

£1m - £5m 50 75 9 3 41 22 

£5m - £10m 63 75 6 2 30 23 

£10m – £25m 63 80 7 2 30 18 

£25m plus 66 83 6 3 28 14 

 

The majority of respondents across all five turnover bands report that their international turnover will 
have grown between 2012 and 2013. The band below £1m turnover, however, has the highest 
number reporting that their business will decline (10%) compared with average of 7% reported by all 
respondents from larger businesses. 

In the 2012 survey, we reported a similarly large disparity between the confidence expressed by the  
smallest businesses (under £1m turnover) and companies in the other turnover bands. If the UK 
economy is to harness the export potential of these businesses (an estimated 1.3 million), they must 
be encouraged to change their view of international trade and how they can become actively 
involved, provided that their business activities have any export potential.   

The AIG Export Confidence Index 

This year’s Survey has introduced the AIG Export Confidence Index, based on respondents’ business 
confidence over the next five years. The index in 2013 is 58.5, which indicates that a majority of 
companies believe that their exports will increase. 

The confidence index has fallen from 71.2 in 2012. If we had reviewed the respondents of the 2007 
survey we would have had a confidence index of 61.1. This can be taken as a positive indication, 
with only a small percentage drop in confidence over the last 6 years despite a global economic 
crisis. 

This figure has fallen since last year. 58.5%, however, is undeniably a high percentage of exporters 
who think they will become more dependent on exporting in the coming years and will export more, 
just what our economy needs. Companies that already export, have planned to expand their portfolio 
and are considering new markets.  
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What proportion of your business is exported? 

 

Exports featured heavily in respondents’ business strategy, with 57% of respondents reporting that 
exports accounted for at least half of their turnover. This compares with the 12% of respondents who 
stated that exports accounted for less than 10% of their turnover. Subsequent questions in this 
survey examine closely the factors which find 36% of all respondents exporting less than 30% of 
their total turnover.  

Across all of the respondents to the survey, 49% of their turnover was exported. On the basis of a 
total turnover of approximately £12.6 billion, that implies exports worth £6.2 billion. 

How do you export? 

 

This question investigated the manner in which companies contract with their buyers. Many use 
more than one method when selling overseas, depending on the market they are addressing. The 
most popular and traditional route is selling directly to the buyer (82%). One third sell as part of a 
wider supply chain. 

Just over one in five sells goods manufactured outside the UK directly to the end buyer. This is an 
indirect export, as the goods have not entered the UK. For the purposes of this survey, such sales 
are treated as contributing to UK export earnings. The UK Government approach, however, is not to 
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regard these sales as exports as the goods have not passed through the UK and cannot be counted. 
Companies reporting exports through a supply chain include those which are also shipping from 
overseas suppliers of raw materials to manufacturers in other countries. 

10% of companies sell online. This is a statistically insignificant increase from the 9% of companies 
using this route at the time of the 2012 survey. 8% of respondents reported other channels to 
market; including sales through primarily distributors, email marketing, appearance at international 
trade shows and subsidiary companies. 

To which geographical regions do you export? 

 

Respondents were asked to identify up to three countries or regions in which they see the greatest 
opportunities for export sales. These countries/regions are in many cases those to which the 
respondents are currently exporting. For the purpose of this analysis, where individual countries were 
named, these were assigned to the regional categories used consistently throughout this survey 
report and identified on the horizontal axis in the chart above. 4% of respondents identified ‘the 
world’ as their target marketplace, indicating that they were able and willing to make sales to any 
region in which a demand for their products and services existed.  

Respondents exporting specifically to Europe 
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Sales to Europe appeared in the export profile of 52% of all respondents. This warranted a further 
analysis of sales to this region, where the greatest export potential is seen. The majority of 
respondents identified individual countries (Germany, for example) or regions (Scandinavia, Western 
Europe), and these choices have been allocated accordingly. 6% identified the whole of the EU as 
offering the greatest potential, and a further 9% saw the whole of Europe (ie EU plus other countries) 
as their targets for growth. Allocating the 15% of responses that these last two categories represent 
across the European arena would see Western Europe accounting in practice for between 32% and 
36% of projected sales opportunities by all respondents.  

Do you see continued membership of the EU as critical to your business? 
(Respondents who stated that they trade with EU countries.) 

 

Approximately one third of all export potential identified by respondents is to countries in the EU. It is 
therefore important to learn of those respondents’ reactions to any possible decision to leave the EU 
- or remain a member on significantly altered terms – as this could impact upon their sales to that 
region in the future.  

The 2013 survey reveals that companies with a turnover over £10 million believed that continuing 
membership of the EU would be critical to their business. Respondents from companies with an 
annual turnover of under £10 million – and which make up 75% of the businesses participating in 
this survey – showed no statistically significant preference either way. 

Do you see continued membership of the EU as critical to your business? 
(All respondents to the survey) 
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The 45% of all respondents believing that continued membership of the EU is very important to their 
business is approximately the same proportion as for those with a direct involvement in trade with 
Europe. The impact of any decisions regarding EU membership on the future of all export trade 
should not be under-estimated. 

How many staff are employed in your business? 

 

On the basis of the details provided by respondents, we believe that approximately 110,000 people 
are employed by those companies. It would be reasonable to infer that if the same respondents 
export an average of 49% of their turnover, then between 51,000 and 56,000 full-time equivalent 
staff are employed in export activities.  

Taking an overview of the staffing levels at respondents’ companies, one third have 9 or fewer 
employees, while those with 250 or more staff account for just 8%. 

While it is reasonable to assume some level of correlation between employee numbers and turnover, 
more in-depth analysis by turnover band should highlight any anomalies. 

How many staff are employed in your business? (by turnover band) 

 

These employment figures are wholly consistent with UK employment patterns as a whole, and it is 
reasonable to infer that companies involved in international trade do not employ a significantly 
greater or smaller number of staff to achieve their turnover. Increasing turnover by exporting clearly 
has an impact on GDP, improves the Balance of Payments position and is a boost to employment 
prospects in the UK  
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How important is exporting to your business? 

 
 

 

65% of all respondents regarded exporting as being extremely important to their business, compared 
with 46% in 2012. Only 9% [28%] considered that exporting was either not important or slightly 
important. 

 

When these scores are analysed by reference to the size of a respondent’s business, ratings are 
generally consistent across all turnover bands right up to the award of maximum scoring, where 75% 
of companies over £25 million turnover rated exports as being highly important compared with just 
55% of the smallest companies in the survey. It follows that, while exporting is highly important to 
65% of all respondents, the relevance of exports increases steadily with the size of the company. 

Within the space of a year, there has been a significant increase in the importance of exporting to 
respondents to the survey. 

  

4%5%
7%

19%

65%

Not important

Slightly important

Important

Very important

Extremely important

16%

12%

13%

13%

46%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Not important Slightly
important

Important Very
important

Extremely
important

Under £1m

£1m up to £5m

£5m up to £10m

£10m up to £25m

Over £25m

                 2013                                                                                                 2012 



International Trade Survey 

© Trade & Export Finance Ltd 2013     Page 18 
 

What is driving export growth? 

 
Respondents were asked to identify one or more drivers for export growth. The highest response was 
in support of greater demand for their companies’ products. 53% had a strategy to grow exports 
[53% in 2012]. 37% believed that there was potential in overseas markets (44% in 2012). Only 18% 
[23%] believed that exports were being driven by a fall in demand in the UK domestic market.  

Companies with a turnover above £25m have a more defined export strategy when compared with 
companies with a smaller turnover. Demand for product is the main driver for companies with 
turnover below £25m. Most respondents gave a number of reasons for the drive in the growth of 
exports. Demand for products was the biggest driver, followed closely by a strategy for growth and 
many respondents also saw the potential in overseas markets.  

As in 2012, respondents did not believe that Government support was a significant factor in driving 
export growth. This view is borne out later in this report by the continuing low numbers of companies 
using the Government schemes that are available from both UKTI and the UK Export Finance.  

Good products and technical excellence were the most common ‘other factors’ cited by respondents. 

What are the major issues facing your business? 

Respondents were asked to identify what they saw as the major issues which will have a bearing on 
their company. There were no pre-set options from which a selection had to be made. 

The most commonly cited concerns were, in decreasing order of usage . . .  

 The state of the Economy 
 Competition 
 Rising costs 
 Recession 
 Finance 
 Government 
 Securing and fulfilling orders 

It is interesting that no respondent suggested an issue that the survey analysts had not previously 
encountered in their research. 
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Summary 

 Exports are the vehicle which will continue to lift the UK clear of recession. Many respondents 
see exporting as a long term strategy which they are committed to pursue. 

 Companies remain confident that their turnover will increase in 2013, mainly driven by export 
growth. Companies with a turnover below £1m are less confident, with one in three believing 
turnover will remain the same or decline compared with 2012. 

 Companies involved in international trade do not employ a significantly greater or smaller 
number of staff to achieve their turnover. It follows that increasing turnover by exporting leads 
directly to increased employment prospects.  

 The AIG Export Confidence Index which was introduced this year shows that the Export 
Confidence rating has dropped from 71.2 in 2012 to 58.5 in 2013. This demonstrates that 
fewer companies are expecting export growth over the next five years.  

 Companies with a turnover above £25 million are more positive than smaller companies and 
have a defined strategy to exporting. 

 Demand from overseas customers for products is driving export growth. This highlights the 
importance that overseas customers place in dealing with UK- based companies.  

Changing patterns in the export marketplace 

While each International Trade Survey in the series has focused primarily on the responses to that 
year’s questionnaire, we are keen to establish changing patterns in exporting as these emerge. 

We identified 375 companies that were exporting at the time of the 2012 survey but which appeared 
not to be exporting a year later.  

20% of that number (75) had ceased to trade, leaving a further 300 companies which no longer 
regarded themselves as exporters. 

Only 1% (4 respondents) stated that they had ceased to export as a result of increased completion 
from vendors overseas. 

8% (30) had taken the conscious decision not to become involved in the process of exporting but to 
encourage overseas purchasers to arrange their own collection and shipment of goods from a UK 
factory. Continuous improvements in international logistics services and simplified import/export 
procedures within the EU in particular suggest that this route to ‘exporting’ will increase. More 
research may be justified to determine the proportion of those respondents’ turnover that is sold to 
overseas buyers in this way: this should be considered an export. 

13% (49) of those companies claimed that there was no longer a demand for their products, that 
orders were insufficient to justify the cost of exporting, or that they did not have the contacts they 
needed to export successfully. Those concerns are broadly consistent with the factors which 
exporters in 2013 reported when asked what was holding back their export activities. 

25% (94) of the group identified structural or administrative changes within their organisation that 
‘re-defined’ their own role in exporting. 56 specifically reported that exports were now being handled 
by a headquarters based overseas; the remaining 38 because their company had been acquired by 
another business which had assumed responsibility for exports.  
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4.0 Export Markets  

4.1 Regional Analysis 

How do you export to the following markets? 

Markets Analysed 

 United Kingdom 
 Europe 
 Eurasia 
 Asia (excluding China) 
 Middle East 
 China 
 Africa (including South Africa) 
 Australia 
 North America 
 Latin America and Caribbean 

The UK’s major export market in terms of the number of companies recognising export potential in 
that region remains the EU, as was established in Section 3 of this survey report.  

As with previous editions, the 2013 survey is the definitive reference source on how export trade is 
conducted between the UK and regional markets throughout the world. The information provided 
here allows business commentators to understand the different payment strategies adopted by 
trading companies in those regional markets.  

Global Trading Patterns 

Region Payment  Credit Terms Currency 

UK Open Account 30 days £ 

Europe Open Account 30 days € 

Eurasia Advance Payment 30 days $ 

Asia (excluding China) Advance Payment 30 days $ 

Middle East Advance Payment 30 days $ 

China  Advance Payment 30 days $ 

Africa Advance Payment 30 days $ 

Australasia Open Account 30 days Local 

North America Open Account 30 days $ 

Latin America/Caribbean Advance Payment 30 days Local 

 

Payment terms reflect the risk profile of either or both the buyer and the buyer’s country and can 
move over time as a result. In 2012, for example, trading with countries in the Australasian region 
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was conducted in Sterling by a small margin. The balance has now shifted to local currencies by an 
equally small margin, reflecting the increasing strength of the Australian Dollar in the past 2 years. 

Detailing the credit periods and payment methods which respondents identify enables readers of 
this survey report to prepare for trading in each of the regions identified on the most competitive 
terms. 

Last year’s figures are shown in parentheses. 

United Kingdom (for comparison with other markets) 

 

Preferred method of payment 

 Open account trading is used by the majority of exporters, with 65% using this method. [56%] 
 37% of respondents trade using advance payment. [32%] 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method are used by 10% of traders. [7%] 
 Bills for collection are used by 2% of exporters. [7%] 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period in the UK is 30 days, indicated by 80% of respondents. [92%] 
 26% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [37%] 
 4% trade on 90 days credit. [9%] 
 2% give credit beyond 90 days. [5%] 
 15% do not give credit. [11%] 
 Most exporters offer a variety of credit terms depending on the buyer, value of sales and credit 

assessment of the UK buyer.  

Summary 

 Sales do appear to follow a rigid pattern with sales either on 30 days or 60-day terms. It is 
surprising that such a high percentage of companies require payment in advance of shipment. 
The credit terms given to buyers have also tightened, reflecting the increased economic risks. 
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Europe 

 

Method of payment 

The most common payment method is open account, with 62% of respondents [51%] using this 
method. This figure reflects greater confidence in the performance of the major European markets.  

 This is closely followed by advance payment, which accounts for 45% of trade. [44%] 
 12% of companies use letters of credit as a method of payment. [18%] 
 Bills for collection accounts for 3% of trade. [10%] 

Credit Terms 

 The most common credit period is 30 days, with 73% of exporters [89%] using these terms. 
 60 days credit accounts for 31% of trade. [46%] 
 6% trade on 90 days credit. [15%] 
 2% give credit beyond 90 days. [5%] 
 16% do not give credit. [11%] 

Currency 

 The Euro is the most common currency used to trade in Europe, with 62% of respondents 
using it as first preference. [93%] 

 31% trade in Sterling [15%] and 4% US dollars [4%] 3% accept local payment such as the 
Danish Kroner [2%].  

Summary 

 As 52% of all respondents trade wholly or partly with Europe, the terms of trading established 
with the region have a direct effect on all aspects of trade finance. These include sources of 
credit (and implicitly credit insurance) and competent advice on securing the greatest benefit 
from trade with the region. 

 Exporters employ a variety of products and length of credit. These depend on the country to 
which sales are made, the buyer’s payment record and the invoice value involved.  

 Exporters maintain a cautious risk approach when selling to Southern Europe. 
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Eurasia 

 
52% of respondents export to the region. The International Trade Survey has not previously 
separated out Eurasia as a region distinct from adjacent Asian and European countries.  

Method of payment 

Advance payment is the most frequently used method (48% of respondents) with Open Account at 
46%  

 23% of respondents use L/Cs. 
 Bills for collection are used by 2% of traders. 

Credit terms 

Of the credit terms available for trading with the region,  

 63% work on 30 days credit 
 20% work on 60 days credit. 
 8% work on 90 days credit  
 2% work on more than 90 days credit. 
 18% give no credit. 

Currency 

 54% of exporters trade in US dollars. 
 29% of exporters trade in Sterling.  
 14% of exporters trade in Euros. 
 3% of traders use local payment. 

Summary  

 This region includes countries as diverse in trading patterns as Russia, the former Russian 
republics and Turkey. Terms of trade established by UK exporters reflect the diversity of 
economic and political conditions to be found across the spectrum of those countries. 
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Asia (excluding China) 

 

61% of respondents trade with Asia outside China, an increase of 7% compared with 2012. 

Method of payment 

Respondents continue to report that advance payment is the most popular method of payment, with 
50% adopting it in 2013 [54%]. This has changed from the position in earlier surveys (2007, for 
example), when L/Cs were the most widely used.  

 27% of respondents use L/Cs [39%] 
 Open account is used by 46% of traders. [44%] 
 Bills for collection are used by 4% of traders. [15%] 

Credit terms 

The majority of exporters prefer to give 30 days’ credit to this region, with 61% of respondents [93%] 
choosing this option. 

 25% of traders give 60 days’ credit.[52%] 
 13% of traders allow 90 days credit. [18%] 
 2% of traders allow more than 90 days credit. [14%] 
 19% of exporters give no credit. [20%] 

Currency 

The majority of exporters trade in US dollars, with 55% favouring this currency [75%].  

 33% of exporters trade in Sterling. [23%] 
 7% of exporters trade in Euros. [5%] 
 5% of traders use local payment. [2%] 

Summary  

 There has been gradual change in preferred trading patterns, with preferences moving away 
from Letters of Credit to Advance Payments. 
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Middle East 

 

60% of respondents trade with the Middle East. [54% in 2012] 

Methods of Payment 

The most frequent method of payment is advance payment, with 49% of respondents using it; down 
from 54% in 2012. Both figures are in contrast to the 2007 survey, where L/Cs were the most 
popular method of payment.  

 L/Cs account for 27% of trade. [37%] 
 46% of traders use open account. [39%] 
 3% use bills. [13%] 

Credit Terms 

30 days credit is offered by 62% of traders.[76%]  

 25% of exporters allow 60 days credit. [45%] 
 13% of traders allow 90 days credit. [15%] 
 3% of traders allow more than 90 days credit. [11%] 
 19% of traders do not allow credit. [20%] 

Currency 

 55% of traders use US dollars when trading in the Middle East. [84%] 
 35% trade in Sterling. [21%] 
 7% trade in Euros. [6%] 
 3% allow local payment to be used. [3%] 

Summary 

 Exporters use a variety of credit periods based on the risk profile of the buyers, with 30 days 
becoming more common in the stable markets. The use of advance payments continues to be 
the prime payment method used by more respondents than L/Cs in this region. Exporters to 
this region should seek the most appropriate credit and payment terms when working in this 
region.  
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China 

 

49% of respondents trade with China [49% in 2012] 

Method of payment 

 49% of respondents use advance payments to this region, and this is the most popular 
method of payment. [48%] 

 26% of trade was financed through Letters of credit. [33%] 
 47% of traders use open account to this region. [38%] 
 Under 2% of traders choose to use bills. [12%] 

Credit terms 

 66% of traders allow 30 days credit to this region [72%]. 
 19% of traders allow 60 days credit. [38%] 
 14% of traders allow 90 days credit [15%] 
 1% of traders allow more than 90 days credit. [9%] 
 19% of traders do not allow credit when trading. [19%] 

Currency 

 The most common currency is US dollars, accounting for 63% of trade. [90%] 
 24% of traders choose to use Sterling. [14%] 
 7% use the Euro when trading. [3%] 
 6% use local currency. [3%] 

Summary  

 A greater understanding of the Chinese economy and the country’s trade practices has seen 
the preferred method of funding deals with China shift progressively from Letters of Credit 
towards Advance Payments. 
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Africa (including South Africa) 

 

55% of respondents trade with one or more African countries. [58% in 2012] 

Method of Payment 

 53% of respondents use advance payment when trading into Africa. [55%] 
 26% use L/Cs. [34%] 
 44% use open accounts. [35%] 
 5% use bills. [11%] 

Credit Terms 

 63% allow 30 days credit when trading into this region. [83%] 
 24% allow 60 days credit. [42%] 
 14% allow 90 days credit [14%] 
 3% allow more than 90 days credit. [3%] 
 16% do not allow credit when trading into Africa. [25%] 

Currency 

 39% of traders use Sterling when trading into Africa. [87%] 
 50% trade in US dollars. [13%] 
 8% trade in Euros. [6%] 
 3% use local payment when trading into Africa. [2%] 

Summary 

 The payment terms continue to reflect exporters’ caution when trading into this region. After a 
period of unrest and de-stabilisation across large parts of North Africa, improving conditions in 
that part of the region are set to stimulate long term economic growth if the mechanisms can 
be -initiated to encourage trade and investment. 
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Australasia 

 

52% of respondents trade with this region, a fall of 2% since 2012.  

Method of payment 

 Open accounts are used by 56% traders; the most popular method of payment. [48%] 
 40% of traders use advance payments. [41%] 
 13% of traders use L/Cs. [20%] 
 3% of traders use bills. [11%] 

Credit Terms 

 67% of traders choose to allow 30 days credit when trading in this region. [73%] 
 30% of traders allow 60 days credit. [42%] 
 4% of traders allow 90 days or more credit. [12%] 
 1% of traders allow more than 90 days credit. [10%] 
 14% of traders do not allow credit. [11%] 

Currency 

 46% now trade using Australian Dollars [90%] 
 34% of traders use Sterling as their payment method. [8%] 
 13% of traders choose to trade in US dollars. [3%] 
 7% of traders use Euros when trading into this region. [2%]  

Summary 

 There has been an increasing shift to denominating trading in Australian Dollars: the 
Australian economy which lies at the heart of the region has avoided the worst extremes of the 
world financial crisis in 2008-9. Its currency reflects that stability. 
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North America 

 
60% of participants responding to this year’s survey trade with North America. [63% in 2012] 

Method of payment  

 The main method of payment into this region is open account, with 58% of respondents opting 
for this method. [47%] 

 40% of traders use advance payments. [38%] 
 12% use L/Cs. [17%] 
 3% use bills. [10%] 

Credit terms 

 The majority of respondents allow 30 days credit, which accounts for 69% of responses. [73%] 
 29% of traders allow 60 days credit. [42%] 
 4% allow 90 days credit. [12%] 
 2% allow more than 90 days credit. [10%] 
 15% of traders do not offer credit when trading to this region. [11%] 

Currency 

 70% of traders use US dollars when trading to this region. [87%] 
 7% use Euros when trading. [12%] 
 20% use Sterling when trading. [8%] 

Summary 

 Exporters to North America use a variety of trading methods. Many companies continue to 
trade on 30 days open account terms and have done so since before the 2007 survey. This 
pattern has remained remarkably stable despite the sharp changes in the US economy. 
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Latin America and Caribbean 

 

53% of respondents trade with Latin America and the Caribbean; an area enlarged from the ‘Latin 
America’ designation in previous surveys. [47% on previous definition] 

Method of payment  

 53% of exporters to this region use open account to trade. [51%] 
 Advance payments to this region account for 48% of trade. [36%] 
 18% of exporters use L/Cs. [30%] 
 12% of exporters use bills. [12%] 

Credit Terms 

 69% of traders allow 30 days credit when trading to this region. [78%] 
 29% allow 60 days credit. [40%] 
 6% allow 90 days credit. [19%] 
 3% allow more than 90 days credit. [10%] 
 15% do not allow credit when exporting to this region. [18%] 

Currency 

 27% of traders trade in US dollars. [85%] 
 25% trade in Sterling. [15%] 
 5% trade in Euros. [4%] 
 43% accept local payment. [2%] 

Summary 

 Over half of all exporters to this region work on open credit terms as their primary/preferred 
method of trading with the region. Confidence in the region is endorsed by the presence of 
Brazil which is regarded as an increasingly strong performer in world markets. 
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4.2 Factors influencing the ability to export 

What issues constrain businesses from developing export markets? 

 

Respondents were asked to consider the factors which limited their ability to export from the UK, and 
rank these on a scale of 1 (effectively no problem posed) through to 10 (major problems). A rating of 
5 or above indicates that businesses see a factor as a serious constraint requiring resolution. All of 
the potential factors offered to respondents for their consideration have a rating of 5.2 or above. 

A lack of experience in export markets was seen as the most important single factor, with a rating of 
6.2 on the scale. The procedures involved in exporting were reported as a close second, at a rating 
of 6.15. At the same rating was ‘Don’t know who to speak to’. If exporters and potential exporters 
cannot identify the institutions and people within those institutions who can guide them through the 
export process, they will limit their export activities and compete only in their home market. 

Lack of knowledge, lack of experience and not knowing whom to speak to for information and advice 
can all be addressed through the support provided by the Government through UKTI and training 
courses. The Institute of Export and other bodies are on hand to provide training and qualifications; 
all of which are addressed in Section 11.  

It is clear at every stage of dealing with UK exporters that they do not form a homogeneous mass. As 
might be expected, therefore, companies weight obstacles differently depending on their size. In the 
financing of exports, for example, businesses with a turnover under £1 million rated this issue at 4.4 
compared with 7.4 for those companies turning over more than £25 million.  

 On the question of UK administrative procedures, there is a broad consensus across the range of 
turnover bands about the impact that these have on dampening exports, with ‘small’ companies at 
6.2 and the largest businesses at 6.7 

Summary 

 Foreign languages are seen as a serious obstacle by many companies; as large as those 
turning over £25 million. 

 Taxation and an understanding of overseas procedures are not seen as major factors.  

 The fear of losing Intellectual Property (IP) is a major consideration for larger companies. Some 
are not prepared to sell into markets where they believe that their products could be copied. 
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5.0 Import Markets 

5.1 Regional Analysis 

Markets Analysed 

 Europe 
 Eurasia 
 Asia (excluding China) 
 Middle East 
 China 
 Africa (including. South Africa) 
 Australasia 
 North America 
 Latin America and Caribbean 

The UK’s major import market remains the EU; however China and North America have become 
major markets for UK importers.  

Global Trading Patterns – Imports 
 

Region Payment  Credit Terms Currency 

Europe Open Account 30 days € 

Eurasia Open Account 30 days $ 

Asia (excluding China) Open Account 30 days $ 

Middle East Open Account 30 days $ 

China  Open Account 30 days $ 

Africa Open Account 30 days $ 

Australasia Open Account 30 days Local Currency 

North America Open Account 30 days $ 

Latin America/Caribbean Open Account 30 days Local Currency 

 

Payment terms increasingly reflect the risk profile and trading practices of the suppliers’ country. By 
detailing the credit periods and payment methods, users of this report can assess the trading 
methods in world markets. New importers may also identify the appropriate trading method for each 
market to ensure trading on the most competitive and effective terms. 

Trade with China now shows a significant amount of business being done on Open Account. Advance 
payment terms are still widely applied, however, with purchasers making payments of up to 50% with 
the order and the remaining 50% prior to shipment. Importers are advised to provide Letters of 
Credit where possible to ensure that the seller receives payment when the goods are shipped.  

Currently 27% of companies import goods which are re-exported globally. These exports are not 
recorded as exports in the UK balance of payments, as the goods are not treated as having entered 
the UK.  
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Europe 

 

64% of respondents purchase from Europe.  

Method of payment 

 Open account trading is used by the majority of importers, with 61% using this method. [64%] 
 31% of respondents trade using advance payment. [23%] 
 L/Cs as a payment method are used by 7% of importers. [9%] 
 Bills for collection are used by 2% of importers. [7%] 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period in the Europe import market is 30 days, indicated by 60% of 
respondents. [58%]  

 43% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [31%] 
 8% trade on 90 days credit. [9%] 
 3% trade on more than 90 days credit [4%] 
 13% do not receive credit. [8%] 

Currency 

 65% of respondents buy in Euros from Europe [90%]. 26% buy in Sterling [6%], 6% in US 
dollars [2%], and 3% in local currency. [2%] 

Summary 

 When buying from European companies, it is most common to purchase on open account, 
with 30 days credit. The Euro is the preferred method of payment when buying from this 
region.  
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Eurasia 

 

The International Trade Survey has not previously separated out Eurasia as a region distinct from 
adjacent Asian and European countries.  

11% of respondents purchase from Eurasia.  

Method of payment 

 Open account trading is used by the majority of importers, with 56% using this method. 
 32% of respondents trade using advance payment. 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method are used by 12% of importers. 
 Bills for collection are used by 2% of importers. 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period in the Europe import market is 30 days, indicated by 47% of 
respondents.  

 36% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. 
 9% trade on 90 days credit 
 2% trade on more than 90 days credit. 
 22% do not receive credit. 

Currency 

 13% of respondents buy in Euros from Europe.14% buy in Sterling, 60% in US dollars, and 
13% in local currency. 

Summary 

 When buying from Eurasia companies, it is most common to purchase on open account, with 
30 days credit. The Dollar is the preferred method of payment when buying from this region.  
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Asia (Excluding China) 

 

30% of respondents purchase from this region. [31% in 2012] 

Method of payment 

Open account trading is used by the largest single group of importers, with 53% using it. [44%] 

 39% of respondents trade using advance payment. [33%] 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method are used by 13% of importers. [19%] 
 Bills for collection are used by 41% of importers. [13%] 

Credit Period 

The most common credit period for Asian importing is 30 days, indicated by 44% of respondents.  

 36% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [27%] 
 18% trade on 90 days credit. [11%] 
 4% trade on more than 90 days. [5%] 
 26% do not receive credit. [17%] 

Currency 

 63% of respondents buy in US dollars when buying from Asia [94%]. 22% buy in Sterling [8%], 
6% buy in Euros [3%], and 9% buy in local currency [4%]. 

Summary 

 When buying from this region, open account with 30 days credit is the preferred trading 
method. US dollars is the preferred currency when importing from this continent.  
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Middle East  

 

20% of respondents purchase from the Middle East. [12% in 2012]  

Method of payment 

 55% of importers use open account. [43%] 
 42% of respondents trade using advance payment. [26%] 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method is used by 16% of importers. [27%] 
 Bills for collection are used by 3% of importers. [16%] 

Credit Period 

 49% of respondents take 30 days credit when buying from this region. [44%] 
 29% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [30%] 
 19% trade on 90 days credit. [13%] 
 3% trade on more than 90 days credit. [7%] 
 29% do not receive credit. 9%] 

Currency 

63% of respondents buy in US dollars when buying from the Middle East. [87%] 14% buy in Sterling 
[6%], 8% buy in Euros [5%], and 15% buy in the local currency [3%]. 

Summary 

 When buying from this region, open account with 30 days credit and payment in US dollars is 
the preferred payment method. 
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China 

 

36% of respondents purchase from China [36% in 2012].  

Method of payment 

Open Account is employed by the largest single group of importers, with 48% using it. [37%] 

 45% of respondents trade using open account. [38%] 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method is used by 12% of importers. [24%] 

Bills for collection are used by 4% of importers. [13%] 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period for Chinese importing is 30 days, indicated by 52% of 
respondents. [56%] 

 28% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [19%] 
 22% trade on 90 days credit. [7%] 
 2% trade on more than 90 days credit. [5%] 
 27% do not receive credit. [22%] 

Currency 

73% of respondents buy in US dollars when buying from China [95%]. 13% buy in Sterling [5%], 4% 
buy in Euros [2%], and 10% buy in the local currency [2%]. 

Summary 

 The high percentage of respondents buying from China reflects the recognition of the country 
as a growing import market, with cheap raw materials boosting their economy. Open Account 
is used by 48% of importers. Importers obtaining credit have a long standing trading 
relationship with their suppliers. Many companies, however, pay up to 50% when they order 
goods, with the balance prior to shipment. Once a strong trading relationship has developed, 
new credit periods can be negotiated. 
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Africa (Including South Africa) 

 

14% of respondents purchase from Africa. [9% in 2012] 

Method of payment 

 Open account trading is used by the largest single group of importers, with 59% using this 
method. [37%] 

 34% of respondents trade using advance payment. [35%] 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method is used by 19% of importers. [35%] 
 Bills for collection are used by 2% of importers. [18%] 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period when buying from Africa is 30 days, indicated by 42% of 
respondents. [34%]  

 35% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [25%] 
 23% trade on 90 days credit [11%] 
 2% trade on more than 90 days credit. [9%] 
 23% do not receive credit. [23%] 

Currency 

 13% of respondents buy in Sterling when buying from Africa [87%]. 69% buy in US dollars 
[13%], 7% buy in Euros [4%], and 11% buy in the local currency [7%]. 

Summary 

 When buying from this region, open account with 30 days credit in US Dollars is the preferred 
trading method.  

  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%



International Trade Survey 

© Trade & Export Finance Ltd 2013     Page 39 
 

Australasia 

 

13% of respondents purchase from Australasia. [9% in 2012 from Australia alone] 

Method of payment 

 Open account trading is used by the largest single group of importers, with 67% using this 
method. [48%] 

 31% of respondents trade using advance payment. [31%] 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method is used by 6% of importers [25%]. 
 Bills for collection are used by 3% of importers [13%]. 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period when buying from the region is 30 days, indicated by 61% of 
respondents. [46%]  

 27% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [26%] 
 5% trade on 90 days credit [11%] 
 5% trade on more than 90 days credit. [9%] 
 14% do not receive credit. [11%] 

Currency 

12% of respondents buy in Sterling [87%]. 9% buy in US dollars [15%], 9% buy in Euros [3%], and 
70% buy in the local currency [7%]. 

Summary 

 When buying from this region, open account with 30 days credit are preferred, with payment in 
local currency.  
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North America 

 

31% of respondents purchase from North America. [35% in 2012]  

Method of payment 

 Open account trading is used by the majority of importers, with 59% using this method [58%]. 
 31% of respondents trade using advance payment [25%]. 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method is used by 4% of importers [11%]. 
 Bills for collection are used by 2% of importers [8%]. 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period when buying from North America is 30 days, indicated by 68% 
of respondents. [62%] 

 30% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [24%] 
 5% trade on 90 days credit [5%] 
 4% trade on more than 90 days credit. [9%] 
 14% do not receive credit. [4%] 

Currency 

 74% of respondents buy in US dollars from North America [96%]. 13% buy in Sterling [1%], 8% 
buy in Euros [1%], and 5% buy in a local currency [2%]. 

Summary 

 When buying from this region, open accounts with 30 days credit are preferred, with US dollars 
the preferred currency.  
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Latin America and Caribbean 

 

16% of respondents import from Latin America and the Caribbean; an area enlarged from the ‘Latin 
America’ designation in previous surveys. [8% in 2012 from South America alone] 

Method of payment 

 Open account trading is used by the majority of importers, with 67% using this method [52%]. 
 36% of respondents trade using advance payment [31%]. 
 Letters of Credit (L/Cs) as a payment method is used by 7% of importers [27%]. 
 Bills for collection are used by 2% of importers [16%]. 

Credit Period 

 The most common credit period when buying from the region is 30 days, indicated by 56% of 
respondents. [35%]  

 31% of respondents trade on 60 days credit. [33%] 
 4% trade on 90 days credit. [14%] 
 4% trade on more than 90 days credit. [7%] 
 15% do not receive credit. [23%] 

Currency 

 18% of respondents buy in US dollars from the region [97%]. 13% buy in Sterling [8%], 8% in 
Euros [5%] and 61% in the local currency [6%]. 

Summary 

 When buying from this region, open accounts with 30 days credit in local currency are 
preferred.  
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6.0 The role of IT in supporting international trade 

Can your website take orders? 

 

Given the relative ease with which many goods and services can be sold over the Internet, a 
business which does not have the capability of selling online is losing out on a major opportunity. 
Sales made to overseas customers through a website are an export sale just as they would be if they 
had been sold over the phone or by a representative on the ground in a foreign country. 

When asked whether their businesses could accept orders through a website, only 34% of the 
smallest companies in the survey reported that they were able to do so; the proportion falling to 20% 
for those businesses with a turnover in excess of £25 million. 

Can your website process payments? 

 

Having a website that can accept orders is an important step but only one part of the Internet 
exporting process. It is no less important that the site can process payments online rather than take 
orders and issue invoices which have to be settled through a bank transfer. Fewer than 30% of all 
respondents were able to confirm that their websites can process payments. Companies with online 
ordering capabilities should regard it as a priority to upgrade their facilities to accept payments. 
Companies with turnover below £1m appear to be more advanced than the other turnover bands. 
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Do you use your website for the following? 

 

The evidence provided by respondents shows that there is a consistent use of company websites for 
marketing and advertising across all of the turnover bands. Usage becomes more variable for 
recruitment and service support, with larger companies appearing significantly more adept at this 
use of technology in their business. 

Do you use social networking for your business? 

 

Statistically, there is no significant difference between the use of social networking by companies in 
the three smallest turnover bands, with about 40% of respondents committed to social networking 
as a business tool.  

For companies with a turnover greater than £10 million, it becomes apparent that they are already 
more pro-active in their use of social networking. The extent to which all tiers of the businesses in 
the survey are benefiting from their investment in the technology will emerge in the longer term and 
will be analysed in subsequent editions of this survey. 
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7.0 Financing International Trade  

How do you fund your business? 

 
Analysing the funding of businesses by reference to turnover confirms the predominance of ‘own 
funding’ for all five bands considered in this survey. Indeed, the relative importance of the different 
types of funds remains almost constant across that turnover spectrum. 

65% of all respondents’ companies finance their operations at least in part using their own funds. In 
practice, this is a higher proportion than for companies trading only domestically, which typically 
stands at between 45% and 55%.  

The primary reason for this reliance on using own funds is that businesses find considerable 
difficulty in raising the money required to fund exports from traditional banking sources. While a 
company trading wholly in the UK may embark upon manufacturing and production ahead of sales, 
those involved in exporting only do so when they have received an export order. Banks appear 
unwilling or unable to recognise the inherent value of those confirmed export orders in assessing the 
viability of a lending proposition. Support from UKEF is available in many cases, but evidence shows 
that this is not being utilised by the banks. 

Bank loans and overdrafts appear in the funding portfolio of only 29% of exporting businesses. An 
observation made in the 2012 survey report was that the Banks did not appear to have responded 
to the Government’s initiatives for channelling funds to the smaller business. These included 
guarantees provided by UK Export Finance to banks to provide bond support and working capital to 
finance exports. This comment is repeated again in 2013. 

There is little evidence that the situation has changed over the past year, despite the re-profiling of 
many of the schemes on offer from UKEF. By not making funds available to companies with a sound 
proposition for fulfilling an export opportunity, banks continue to hold back the growth of companies 
through their inability to fulfill export orders.  

When analysed by turnover, it becomes clear that all turnover bands applied a broadly similar 
portfolio of funding. The most popular is own funds in every case, usually because finance is not 
available or companies choose not to accept the terms offered by banks. This is followed by 
extended credit terms, finance house and finally finance from friends. 
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The main ‘other source’ of funding cited by respondents was that their company had a strong cash 
flow and/or had built up cash reserves. 

Summary 

 While own funds are used extensively by all turnover bands, it is particularly evident amongst 
the smaller companies turnover – that those funds are obtained by directors’ pledging their 
own and their company’s properties. Companies over the £25 million level employ funds from 
company reserves. 

Do you have sufficient funds for your business? 

 

Analysing the demand for funding across the turnover spectrum demonstrates that the smallest 
companies are inherently less well funded than businesses many times their size. The proportion of 
businesses claiming to be adequately funded rises from 66% for those under £1 million turnover to 
88% at the level of £25 million turnover and beyond. Many respondents were reluctant to approach 
their banks for increased facilities in case the banks increased the cost of borrowing or reduced 
facilities. 

Have you had any difficulty obtaining finance?  
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Working capital appears to be a problem for respondents across the range of turnover bands, 
running at a similar level to funding exports. ‘Other’ applications of funds included capital purchases 
and financing the VAT component of transactions. Finance is required to support exports in this way 
especially if the buyer is looking for credit terms. Export Finance is sought by many respondents 
across all five turnover bands. This is to be expected as working capital will be required to source the 
raw materials or parts which are converted into exports. This is disappointing as support is available 
in the form of guarantees to banks for this purpose.  

Summary 

 Companies have become more astute in financing their businesses and appear reluctant to 
rely on bank funding. This is highlighted in the section covering government support, in which 
few companies are using UKEF gaurantees which are issued to banks to support exporters. Is 
this ‘disconnect’ in the financial supply chain holding up to company growth? 

Respondents’ opinions of their banks 

 

85% of all the companies responding to the survey rated their banks at satisfactory or better. 18% 
described their relationship as excellent. This is an increase of 9% since 2012. Although the £10m 
to £25m band are more critical of service levels when compared to 2012.  

What financial products do you use? 
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This year has seen a change in the way companies fund their business. Some of this may be 
attributed to Basel II and Basel III Accords in which capital requirements have increased, giving the 
banks less freedom to lend. This will account for the increase in invoice discounting, which has 
increased from 16% in 2012 to 30% this year. Use of Trade Finance has increased from 17% to 21% 
over the last year. It is disappointing that there has been no increase in the use of Export Finance. 

The use of Letters of Credit has increased from 46 % in 2012 to 71% in 2013 as the result of high 
payment risks in Global Markets. Bills of Exchange are often linked to letters of credit and their use 
has fallen significantly in 2013. Bank Guarantees have been recognised this year, with 28% of 
respondents using this form of security to support purchases from suppliers or seek guarantees to 
provide security of payment. 

72% use Letters of Credit, the most popular option, compared with 57% for an overdraft facility. 
Invoice discounting and bank guarantees are both used by approximately 30% of all respondents. 

 

While the use of financial products is consistent across all of the turnover bands, there is often a 
wide disparity of use for a given product offering. Letters of Credit, for example, are predominantly 
the ‘preserve’ of the larger business, while Overdrafts appear to be used by almost one third of the 
smallest (sub £1 million turnover) companies. 

Are banks providing businesses with import and export advice? 

 

The fact that less than a quarter of all respondents believed that their bank was providing advice on 
importing and exporting is a cause for concern: the remaining three quarters either have to turn to 
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other sources of information or operate without that level of support. This report looks at those 
sources of information later. This lack of advice has increased from 59% in 2012 to 75% in 2013. 

Several respondents who reported that their bank is supportive in this area provided further details 
about what was on offer. In a small number of instances, the bank was seen to be pro-active in 
giving advice, even where it had not been requested . . . 

“Export seminars”, “Advice offered but not needed”, “Spam, it mostly gets ignored” 

The more usual response was that the banks provided advice on request (eg “general information 
freely available”) and were prepared to point customers in the direction of specialists such as UKTI.  

An important observation is that the customer’s ability to obtain information from a bank depends on 
the relationship with staff. One-to-one meetings are generally available with people who understand 
export requirements. That advice does extend on occasions to recommending new market 
opportunities, but this is not the role of the Banks. 

Are banks providing businesses with import and export advice? 

 

When advice on imports and exports given by the banks is analysed more closely, it is clear that all 
sizes of business in the survey share the same experience. Differences appear in the relative lack of 
support perceived by respondents from across the turnover range. Small businesses – under £5 
million turnover – receive significantly less advice from their bank than larger businesses. 
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8.0 Risk management  

Percentage of Respondents who protect credit risk 

 

                           2013                                                                            2012 

In 2013, only 40% of respondents are protecting their credit risk, with the remaining 60% unable or 
unwilling to secure that cover. As in previous surveys, many respondents took the view that it is not 
cost-effective. This compares with the 53% who protected their credit risk in 2012; a reduction of 
approximately one quarter. 

Combined with the appearance of credit terms well in excess of 90 days on some export sales, 
businesses are placing themselves at greater risk in 2013 than they were a year ago. 

This is very disappointing as companies may be putting profitability at risk. This factor also accounts 
for the significant increase in the use of Letters of Credit. We have seen a greater risk of non- 
payment and many companies are offering credit terms therefore payment risks should be 
protected. 

UKEF are providing support where the commercial market is unable to provide credit insurance – 
Greece, for example - but it appears this is not being taken up by exporters. 

 

Analysing the answers to this question by size of business reveals that credit risk insurance is taken 
up by under 30% of the smallest businesses, but the proportion increases steadily to 66% for the 
largest enterprises in the survey. 
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There is a broad correlation between the size of a business and its capacity to take on export orders. 
The management of the larger businesses view the risks involved and are less prepared to operate 
without adequate cover when they are handling substantial contracts.  

What methods of credit protection are employed, if any? 

 

There are variations between the use of particular risk cover options across the turnover bands. 
Credit Insurance is taken up most readily by the largest companies (above £25 million turnover), as 
are Bank Guarantees. Payment in advance is a cost-effective option for the smaller company, with 
the £1m up to £5 million band making the greatest use of this route. In practice, overseas 
purchasers may be reluctant to make large advance payments to the smallest exporters as there is 
presumed to be a greater risk of default or insolvency at this level. 

This research shows that it is the more experienced companies – rather than the smaller businesses 
– which are using a portfolio of credit protection tools to protect their payment risks. There is a 
strong case for insurers, Institute of Export and Chambers of Commerce to apply their expertise to 
educate the less experienced companies into protecting their risks. 

Who provides your credit insurance? 
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Analysing the responses to this question by size of business reveals a number of facts about the 
marketplace in 2013  . .  

 Insurers play an increasingly important role in the provision of credit insurers as businesses 
increase their turnover 

 Banks play a correspondingly smaller role with larger companies 
 Brokers account for less than 15% of credit insurance business for all businesses up to the 

£25 million turnover level, beyond which their importance increases sharply to approaching 
30% 
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9.0 Organisations assisting companies to trade internationally  

Organisations contacted for export advice 

 

Chambers of Commerce are the first port of call for companies seeking export advice, being used by 
64% of all respondents. UKTI was contacted by 50% of businesses. 

Significantly, only 20% of respondents identified the Internet as a major source of information, 
despite the fact that all executives have immediate access to an Internet terminal of one type or 
another, and this information is available without charge. This is a fall from 49% in 2012. 

BIS has responsibility for four of the channels cited above; five if the International Trade Advisors 
working within Chambers of Commerce are included. 

Plurality of information, reflecting a diversity of opinions (on markets and political risk, for example) 
is always to be encouraged. There is a case, however, for these different channels to focus through a 
limited number of portals which would make the task of extracting information less time-consuming. 

This year has seen an increasing use of Chambers of Commerce with 62% of respondents using this 
medium compared to 42% in 2012.  

The use of UKTI has also increased from 46% in 2012 to 50% this year. UKEF appears to have fallen 
from 14% to 11%. But UKEF staff are now being based in Chambers of Commerce, a fact which is 
increasingly publicised. We believe that this accounts for the increase in the profile of Chambers of 
Commerce. 
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Rating of organisations contacted for export advice 

 

UKTI and Trade Associations score relatively highly in this analysis, with a rating of 6 out of 10 or 
better. The Internet scores equally highly but response to the previous question indicates that it is 
used by only 20% of respondents.  

Respondents’ banks and the Institute of Directors failed to reach a rating of 5, indicating that 
dissatisfied users outnumbered those who felt that these organisations deliver an acceptable level 
of advice.  

Did you receive information from any of the sources listed? 

 

A principle established with the responses to a number of other questions in the survey applies here: 
the larger the business, the greater the use that is made of the facilities on offer. 
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If you did receive information, how was it made available? 

 

Face-to-face contact with the organisations listed above was made in between 33% and 45% of all 
responses to this question. Email is clearly the largest channel of communications, whether at the 
request of the respondents or as the practice of the organisations involved. Given that the cost of 
distributing information is negligible, this is a highly effective delivery method and one that is 
destined to grow further. 
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10.0 Government Support 

Have you been offered support using any of the Government Supported 
Schemes? 

 

24% of all respondents indicated that their companies had been offered support through one or 
more of these schemes. 

Respondents being offered any of the Government-supported schemes for exporters remain in a 
distinct minority: only in the case of mid-sized companies - £5 million to £25 million turnover – was 
40%.  

The Coalition Government continues to promote exports as an important driver of economic growth; 
citing the improved balance of payments and (implicitly) greater utilisation of the workforce that 
result from export sales. Significant awareness has been created in the last year with a doubling of 
awareness across all turnover bands, but we must accept that this was from a very low level of 
awareness. It should therefore be regarded by Whitehall as a major disappointment that under 1 in 3 
of all companies covered by the survey are drawing down from the Government any assistance that 
could materially aid their export achievements.  

Government sees exports as an important driver of economic growth. This initiative has been 
successful in creating awareness of both UKTI and UKEF. 

Companies with turnover up to £1 million have doubled their awareness yet it remains at 21%. The 
£1 million to £5 million band shows the lowest growth of 25% (19% in 2012). The £5 million to £10 
million band, at 38%, has increased from 27% last year.  

£10 million to £25 million band has increased to 39% from 22% in 2012. Awareness for companies 
turning over more than £25 million has increased from 15% to 30%. These efforts will take time to 
gain traction and we hope that next year’s survey will report a greater confidence from exporters to 
develop and or increase sales into overseas markets. 
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Have you received support from UKTI?  

 

Only 13% of the smallest category of respondents believe that they have received any support from 
UKTI with the export programmes. This compares with three times that level for businesses turning 
over more than £5 million. This shows significant growth since the last survey and is at the highest 
level since the surveys began in 1996. 

If you received support, how was it delivered 

 
The largest businesses involved in this survey have greater access to the channels of distribution 
provided by UKTI than those in the smaller turnover bands. That is particularly true in the case of 
overseas embassies and consulates whose staff are available in the country to provide marketing 
and other statistics when export opportunities are available.  

There is a wide variation between the turnover bands. Smaller companies tend to use Chambers of 
Commerce which deliver UKTI services, and trade missions, while the larger companies use county 
desks, Embassies and Chambers of Commerce. This group also uses Trade Missions. 
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Have you heard of UK Export Finance? (by turnover band) 

 

49% of all respondents to the 2013 survey appear to have heard of UK Export Finance (UKEF), 
formerly the ECGD. This compares with 42% in the 2012 survey. The difference reflects the 
extensive promotional and marketing effort being applied by UKEF to increase awareness of its 
services.  

The proportion of companies making this response did not vary to any extent across the 5 turnover 
bands covered. The largest ‘yes’ majority was in the £10 million to £25 million turnover band. Only in 
the £1 million to £5 million band was there a majority of respondents who had not heard of UKEF.  

Having UKEF advisors operating alongside UKTI teams in the regions has helped increase awareness. 

Respondents who have obtained support from UK Export Finance 

 

Taking the population of respondents as a whole, only 13% had obtained support from UKEF. This is 
an increase from 6% in 2012. The benefit of UKEF having its staff based in Chambers of Commerce 
and working under the joint UKTI and UKEF banner appears to be working. Although the use by 
exporters of the various UKEF schemes is small, anecdotal evidence shows that banks are not using 
the schemes because either:  

 The banks believe that they hold sufficient security or 
 The banks do not wish to provide facilities 
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Despite the opportunity of deals being underwritten by UKEF, it appears that the banks are 
preventing greater take-up of the schemes. 

It is accepted that much of UKEF’s activities are conducted with the support of banks eg providing 
guarantees to banks which provide facilities, to exporters. Further increasing the organisation’s 
profile would increase understanding of the funding process and the likelihood that exporters would 
apply for UKEF support, but until Banks change their stance to exporters UKEF will be limited to the 
amount of business it can write. 

Of the respondents who have obtained support from UK Export Finance, 
how did they become aware of the organisation? 

 

There is a high degree of consistency to the responses given across all of the turnover bands. 
However large a company, word of mouth will have played an important role in making companies 
aware of the UKEF service. Banks and brokers accounted for some 15% of ‘hits’ on UKEF; rather 
more than Internet searches – providing half that exposure at around 8% overall. 

A number of respondents were familiar with UKEF from its days as ECGD and had dealt with that 
organisation. Chambers of Commerce provided another significant source of information on UKEF. 

Would you benefit from dedicated specialist support to help with International 
Trade development? 
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With minimal differences in response ratios between the smallest and largest companies in the 
2013 survey, respondents felt that they would not benefit from specialist support on International 
Trade development by a 60% to 40%. It would have been reasonable to expect that the smallest 
companies (under £5 million turnover) would have been by far the most keen to benefit if such an 
offer were forthcoming but this is not the case. 

Summary 

 Awareness of UKEF amongst all tiers of the exporting business population is increasing 
steadily; justifying the investment made by the organisation.  

 The take-up of UKEF services is currently running at about 13% of respondents as a whole. 
Action is required if the growing awareness of UKEF as a source of export credit is to be 
converted into higher levels of support. 

 Two out of every five respondents believe that they would benefit from dedicated specialist 
support with International Trade development.  

 This year we report a further decline in the number of small businesses receiving advice and 
support from the Government. The fault cannot be laid wholly at the door of Whitehall as 
companies should take – and be encouraged to take – a more pro-active approach in their 
dealings with Government departments and agencies.  

 Channelling information effectively through a more limited number of ‘portals’ could prove the 
most cost-effective way to deliver appropriate information when and where it can be applied. 
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11.0 Training and Education 

How many of your staff have qualifications in International Trade? 

 

Responses to this question relate specifically to the 40% of companies in the survey which do 
employ staff with trade qualifications: the remaining 60% of companies have no qualified staff on 
their books. 

What qualification do members of staff hold (if known)? 

 

A business degree from a recognised higher Education establishment provides a good foundation for 
a career in international trade, but should be complemented with the skills needed to pass a 
recognised trade qualification such as those provided by the Institute of Export. 
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Do you see a need for training in International Trade? 

 

Training is increasingly regarded as a requirement for successful international trade operations as 
companies become larger and more involved in exports. Where the turnover exceeds £10 million, a 
majority of respondents recognised the need. 

If ‘yes’, would you be interested in the following solutions to develop your 
knowledge and skills further in International Trade? 

 

Online training is now an accepted part of training and education across many disciplines. With 50% 
of respondents seeing this channel as a method of developing expertise in International Trade, there 
is a strong case for institutions directly involved in promoting trade to offer online education where 
they are not already doing so. 
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