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UK SMEs play a vital role in driving economic growth. Not 
only are they highly valued across the world as suppliers, 
clients and contractors, but according to research from the 
British Business Bank they have the potential to add over 
£1.15bn to the UK economy by increasing the scale of their 
international trade. 

World First’s Global Trade Barometer provides a unique snapshot of international 

trading trends across UK SMEs over the last quarter. By analysing data from a sample 

of World First’s corporate clients, supported by the findings of an independent survey 

of 730 decision-makers at UK SMEs, we’re able to shine a light on the world of the UKs 

mini-multinationals.

In this edition of tracker we focus on the following:

Volume of international transfers 
and most traded currencies

Hedging strategies 
deployed by SMEs

Reaction to sterling volatility 
in wake of EU Referendum 

announcement

Reaction to dollar volatility 
in anticipation of further Fed 

interest rate rises

The UKs  
mini-multinationals



UK SMEs transfer on average 
£39,000 each month

• 1 in 3 SMEs have made a foreign currency transfer in the last 
three months revealing strong international relationships with 
companies, suppliers and customers in other countries. 

• However, nearly 50% of SMEs have never traded in another 
currency, revealing a reluctance on the part of UK SMEs to 
export and underling the size of the opportunity if widely held 
misconceptions and barriers can be overcome by campaigns 
such as Exporting is GREAT.

Businesses that have 
never made a foreign 

currency transfer!

SMEs in the UK continue to benefit from 
globalisation, conducting business internationally 
on a regular basis. Research conducted for World 
First by YouGov shows that the average UK SME 
makes foreign currency transfers to the value of 
£39,000 in a typical month.

When, if ever, was the last time 
your business made a foreign 

currency transfer?

Within the 
last week

16.1%

49%

4.8%

6.9%
5.6%

3.8% 3.9%

10%

1–2 weeks 2–4 weeks 1–3 months 3–6 months 6 months  
to 1 year

Longer than 
a year ago

Never

www.exportingisgreat.gov.uk
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Euro dominates  
as most traded currency

The currency most traded by UK SMEs is the euro, with 
49% taking place in this currency reinforcing the EU’s 

role as the UK’s biggest trade partner.

However, World First’s data also shows that UK SMEs 
were particularly busy trading with New Zealand, 

India and Sweden in the first quarter of this year. This 
follows over 30% increases in the volumes of these 

currencies bought or sold by World First’s SME clients 
in Q1 2016 compared with Q4 2015. 
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Brexit jitters unsettle SMEs

Indecision plagues 
SMEs ahead of EU 

referendum vote on 
June 23rd.

SMEs seemingly unwilling 
to commit to long term 

contracts as uncertainty of 
vote outcome continues.

Market volatility likely 
to continue right until 

referendum day on 
June 23rd.

What does the expert say?

Jeremy Cook, Chief Economist at World First: “Since the vote was announced on 
February 20th, sterling has become increasingly volatile as markets react to the 
possibility of a Brexit and all the uncertainties that would go with that. What has been 
surprising is SMEs reaction, with shorter hedge contracts being preferred. 

With the outcome of the vote still uncertain, many SMEs find themselves in an 
environment that makes it difficult to plan in many areas of their business and this is 
typified by indecision amongst SMEs when it comes to currency strategy.”

During times of sterling volatility, many SMEs typically opt for the protection and certainty of longer-term 
forward contracts in order to hedge against currency movements for an extended period. In 2016, World 
First data shows a surprising bucking of this trend, ironically driven by uncertainty over the upcoming 
referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU.

SMEs have failed to extend the length of their protection despite an increase in sterling volatility this year. 
Despite the 75% increase in sterling volatility, SMEs have only extended protection by 35% across the same 
period, leaving many SMEs unhedged during a time of considerable volatility in the wake of the EU referendum. 
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What does the expert say?

Jeremy Cook, Chief Economist at World First: “UK SMEs appear to be acutely aware of 
the impact of the upcoming referendum on currency markets and are starting to build 
this in to their currency strategies. With a quarter of SMEs admitting to having been 
caught out by volatility in the past quarter, having an effective strategy has never been 
more important for businesses looking to maximise their margins.”

Volatility adds to 
UK SME worries

SMEs expect continued 
sterling volatility

• 31% worry about impact of currency volatility on their business

• A quarter (24%) have felt negative impact of exchange rate movements in past quarter 

• 15% say volatility has had impact on expansion and growth plans

• 55% of SMEs expect sterling to be ‘fairly’ or ‘very’ volatile 
over the next quarter

• However, three-quarters (77%) have prepared themselves 
saying that they feel confident about managing the impact 
of currency risk on their business

“My business has felt the negative impact of 
exchange rate movements in the last quarter.”

7%17%25%32%19%

Strongly agree

Tend to agree

Tend to disagree

Strongly disagree

Don’t know



What does the expert say?

Jeremy Cook, Chief Economist at World First: “The relative lack of volatility and recent 
weakness of sterling against the dollar has been a boon for UK exporters, as their goods 
and services can be priced more competitively overseas while still maintaining their profit 
margins at home. With sterling just 3% above its lowest level against the dollar in almost 
ten years, now is a great time for those looking to export in the future to hedge their 
currency risk and lock in great rates for an extended period.

Nonetheless, let’s not forget that there is one of the most keenly anticipated US election 
campaigns currently being played out in the US. The becalmed dollar markets could 
come under threat should the prospect of a Trump vs. Clinton Presidential race become 
more tangible – this would likely go hand in hand with economic policy uncertainty, 
sending dollar volatility higher.”

SMEs prepare for 
dollar comeback with 
lengthy forwards 

Whilst SMEs trading in US dollars have faced less volatility 

in recent months, the relatively smooth transition of 

the Fed’s first rate hike in December has allowed SMEs 

transacting in dollars to increase the length of their 

forward contracts significantly during Q1 2016. In Q1 

2016 US dollar volatility fell 2.9%, whilst the lengthening 

of forward contracts rose significantly more at 63%. The 

looming possibility of further rate hikes by the Federal 

Reserve may have contributed to this effect, as SMEs look 

to hedge against future US dollar volatility. 



Conclusion

The looming EU Referendum unsurprisingly takes 

centre stage in this edition of the UK SME Global 

Trade Barometer as SMEs prepare for the possibility 

– and uncertainty – of a ‘Brexit’ this summer. The 

ongoing uncertainty is likely to see currency market 

confusion all through campaigning and possibly 

beyond as policymakers, economists and analysts 

make sense of the aftermath.

One thing is certain, however, the current 

environment is problematic for SMEs who are 

unable to implement long term plans for their 

business. All of this has a significant impact on UK 

SMEs trading globally and the run up to the election 

could potentially be an expensive period for any 

small business unprepared for market shocks.

In spite of this, UK SMEs are continuing to show 

appetite to trade internationally with New Zealand 

and India growing in popularity over the last 

quarter. Our data also suggests that the US will 

continue to be an important market for UK SMEs 

over the next quarter with many lengthening their 

forward contracts on the dollar. 

As volatility looks to continue into Q2, the weaker 

pound makes it an exporter’s market so UK SMEs 

should explore opportunities to sell their products 

and services across borders.



Notes

All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc. Total sample size was 730 senior 
decision makers in small/medium British businesses. Fieldwork was undertaken between 29th 
March – 1st April 2016. The survey was carried out online. The figures have been weighted and are 
representative of all British businesses.

World First data on client contracts was collated between January 01 2016 and March 31 2016 
and refers to UK corporate desk clients only.

A forward contract is a contract to exchange a specific amount of one 
currency for another on a future date, at a predetermined rate. A deposit 
is normally required for forward contracts. Here at World First we call this 
“Buy now, pay later” 

To hedge or hedging is to protect against future currency movements

In this report, ‘FX’, ‘foreign exchange’ and ‘foreign currency transfers’ refer 
to the buying/ selling of international money (including the payment of 
international money).

Research Methodology

Respondent breakdown by 
average transfer amount 

Forward Contract

Hedging

FX

Less than £10,000 34%

9%

6%

6%

2%

2%

1%

1%

1%

0%

2%

2%

33%

£10,000 – £19,999

£20,000 – £39,999

£40,000 – £59,999

£60,000 – £79,999

£80,000 – £99,999

£100,000 – £124,999

£125,000 – £149,999

£150,000 – £199,999

£200,000 – £249,999

£250,000 – £299,999
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Don’t know



We’re an award-
winning, high-growth, 
customer-focused 
FinTech business.

Experts in international currencies and money transfer, World First combines 

specialist knowledge of foreign exchange markets with technological innovation 

to help individuals and businesses manage cross border currency payments 

quickly, securely and transparently. A specialist alternative to traditional banks’ 

generalist approach, World First has successfully exchanged more than £26bn 

for over 78,000 individuals and businesses since 2004. World First’s corporate 

and e-commerce desks enable SMEs and online marketplace traders to expand 

internationally via a specialist and personalised service proposition and bespoke 

technology. We call these businesses ‘mini-multinationals’.     

World First employs c.400 people across 5 international offices of London, 

Sydney, Texas, Singapore and Hong Kong with plans for further expansion into 

new countries. World First has strategic partnerships with over 20 businesses 

including Virgin Money, News International, Le Figaro and The Australian. World 

First has licences to service clients in over 45 countries.

+44 20 7095 0696
newsroom@worldfirst.com
 @world_first

Get in touch 


