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The UK’s vote to leave the EU is one of seismic importance for 
SMEs in the UK who trade internationally. As well as the immediate 
impacts of the result itself, SMEs have also dealt with considerable 
uncertainty in the run up to the Referendum.

In the second edition of World First’s Global Trade Barometer, we shine a light on international 
trading trends of UK SMEs over the second quarter of 2016 from April until the end of June, including 
the days that followed the vote on June 23rd. By analysing data from a sample of World First’s 
corporate clients, supported by the findings of an independent survey of 515 decision-makers at 
UK SMEs, the attitudes of the UK’s mini-multinationals are brought to life during an exceptional and 
extraordinary period for the economic and political landscape in the UK.  

In this edition of tracker we focus on the following:

International transfers and
most traded currencies

Hedging strategies 
deployed by SMEs

Impact of Brexit risk on SMEs
Sterling volatility in wake

of EU Referendum

The Post-Brexit 
Landscape for SMEs



UK SMEs transfer on average 
£38,000 each month in Q2

• The number of SMEs making foreign currency transfers has remained consistent 
with 31% of businesses having done so at least once in the last three months, 
down slightly from a third across Q1. 

• There has also been an increase in the number of SMEs making a foreign currency 
transfer for the first time over the course of Q2, with the number of businesses 
highlighting they have never done so falling from just under half (49%) in Q1, 
to 40% in Q2. This increase indicates that despite such uncertainty, SMEs have 
continued to build new relationships with companies, suppliers and customers in 
other countries.

Businesses that have 
never made a foreign 

currency transfer!

Despite the uncertainty brought about by the UK’s Referendum on EU Membership, 
UK SMEs continued to trade internationally in the second quarter of 2016. Research 
conducted for World First by YouGov shows that the average UK SME made foreign 
currency transfers to the value of £38,000 in a typical month across April to June. 
This is the same level as that recorded in the first three months of the year.

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

Within the 
last week

11%

6% 8% 6%
3% 5%

8%
13%

40%

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

Longer than 
a year ago

Don’t know Never



Euro dominates  
as most traded currency

EUR
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As expected, the euro continued to be the most traded 
currency by UK SMEs, although trading levels dropped 
significantly in the run up to the Referendum. Trading 

in euros dropped by 19 percentage points from 49% in 
Q1 to 30% in Q2, as businesses became more hesitant.

However, World First’s own data also shows that UK 
SMEs were particularly busy trading with Canada and 

Norway in the second quarter of this year. This follows 
increases in payments of over 25% to Canada and 

over 20% to Norway by World First’s SMEs clients in Q2 
2016 compared with Q1 2016.
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Brexit risk left UK SMEs not
knowing which way to turn in Q2

World First data highlights 
that SMEs were unwilling 

to commit to hedging 
in rates ahead of the EU 

Referendum vote

After the UK voted to leave, and 
the pound fell to 31 year lows 

against the US dollar and multi-
year lows against the euro, SMEs 
then rushed to hedge in weaker 

pound rates

SMEs’ willingness to hedge
rose sharply, increasing by

over 10% in a matter of days 
after the vote, according to

World First data

What does the expert say?

Jeremy Cook, Chief Economist at World First: “The pound’s weakness is a result of the 
likely policy response from the Bank of England, fears over our current account position 
and the political uncertainty of our position with Europe. The political and economic 
picture in the UK is stark and that’s left SMEs not knowing which way to turn for a guide 
on future policy.”

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.

Ahead of the EU Referendum itself however, use of these tools fell as SMEs were unwilling to commit to hedged FX rates 
due to the uncertainty caused by what the outcome of the vote would be. 

Following the result, SMEs rushed to lock in lower sterling rates as the pound fell against the US dollar. The drop was 
especially beneficial for those businesses exporting their products and services overseas, allowing them to repatriate 
their future overseas earnings at the best rate in years. 
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Volatility is the ‘new normal’
after Referendum 
• The uncertainty in the run up to Referendum has contributed towards a heightened sense of 

concern with close to half (46%) of SMEs worried about the impact of currency volatility on 
their business – up from 31% in Q1

• Volatility affected business decisions on expansion and growth plans amongst almost a 
quarter (24%) of SMEs in Q2, representing an 9 percentage point increase on Q1

• A similar level (23%) also cite feeling the negative impact of exchange rate movements in Q2

Strongly agree Tend to agree Tend to disagree Strongly disagree

Don’t know Net: Agree Net: Disagree

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Unweighted base: All SME decision makers (515)

My business has felt the negative impact 
of exchange rate movements in the last 

quarter (i.e. from April to June 2016)

Currency volatility in the last quarter (i.e. 
from April to June 2016) has impacted my 
business' investment decisions to support 

development and growth

I am worried about currency volatility and 
the impact it could have on my business

Having an e�ective currency strategy is 
important to the success of my business

The outcome of the EU referendum vote 
has been positive for my business'

future prospects
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SMEs worried about 
impact of Brexit
Although it is still too early to tell what the actual long-
term economic impact of the UK’s decision will be, nearly 
half of SMEs do not think the outcome of the vote has 
been positive for future prospects, with 46% indicating 
such fears.

What does the expert say?

Jeremy Cook, Chief Economist at World First: “Judging by recent events, volatility in 
the pound is here to stay. Uncertainty has plagued currency markets for much of this 
year and SMEs who trade internationally have had to deal with a number of swings 
even before the shock that set in after the vote. It is difficult to predict where the pound 
will end up in the months ahead but there are encouraging signs that the continued 
uncertainty has meant businesses are taking more time to prepare for a future that is 
difficult to predict.”

SMEs preparing for 
volatility in Q3
• More SMEs (77%) now expect the coming months to be 

volatile, compared with at the end of Q1 (55%)

• The sustained uncertainty over the first half of this year 
has however meant that businesses feel prepared to deal 
with such swings: almost three quarters (74%) say that 
they feel confident about managing the impact of currency 
risk on their business

• Market volatility is likely to persist as UK negotiates the 
future of its long-term relationship with the EU



Case study
Stuart Conroy, Owner, Activ8  

Speaking about the impact of currency volatility in Q2, Stu Conroy, Owner of Activ8, one of the UK’s 
leading manufacturers and suppliers of accessories for portable digital devices said: 

“Because of the uncertainty ahead of the Referendum we worked hard to get international deals in ahead of 
the polling day, although we are now finding ourselves having to revisit some of these deals to ensure that 
they still make sense. Moreover, our UK clients are largely having to absorb the costs of the exchange rate 
movements, but we’re signing them up to big, more lucrative deals, so there is a level of acceptance.”

As we have an exporting arm to our business, post-Referendum we’ve been in touch with all our international 
customers who purchase directly from us in the UK to show them how cheap they can get our products right 
now. Make no mistake, the weakness of the pound has been a real fillip for this part of the business and we 
will continue to look for more opportunities here.” 

That said, my greater concern is the euro in general and the impact that this will have. I think the Brexit vote 
highlighted certain flaws that will be exposed in other countries and over the next 2-4 years, so we will have 
to look at how this materialises, and how Europe deal with the UK during negotiations will be interesting on 
our market expectations.” 

How confident, if at all, are you in your business’ 
ability to manage any currency risks?

Very 
confident

Fairly 
confident

Not every 
confident

Not at all 
confident

Don’t
know

Net: 
Confident

Net: Not 
confident
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43%

10%
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12%

74%

14%



Conclusion

The immediate aftermath of the EU Referendum 
has certainly been cataclysmic for currency 
markets – and therefore of significant importance 
for those currently or looking to trade overseas. 
24th June 2016 was sterling’s worst single day in 
history, which will have been a boon to those on 
the right side of the exchange rate and a significant 
handicap to those on the other. 

As evidenced in World First’s transactional data, the 
EU Referendum itself resulted in extended periods 
of uncertainty for UK SMEs and left the business 
community far less likely to use hedging products 
to lock in exchange rates for an extended period 
of time. This uncertainty most likely led to delayed 
business investment, foreign acquisitions and orders 
overseas as SMEs were unable to forecast their 
effective exchange rates ahead of time.

Unfortunately, this uncertainty and currency 
volatility is likely to continue in the short to 
medium term as the UK’s future relationship with 
the European Union remains unknown at present, 
leaving SMEs and the UK business community in the 
dark. 

Despite this gloomy forecast, it’s been years (and 
even decades in some circumstances) since UK 
exporters were offered such competitive prices 
for the goods and services they sell overseas. 
As the SMEs take advantage of this by locking in 
lower rates, the weeks and months ahead could 
yet be one of great opportunity for the UK’s mini-
multinationals.



Notes

All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc.  Total sample size was 515 senior 
decision makers in small/medium British businesses. Fieldwork was undertaken between 27th  
June – 30th June 2016.  The survey was carried out online. The figures have been weighted and 
are representative of all British business size.

World First data on client contracts was collated between April 01 2016 and June 30 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%

10%

8%

5%

2%

4%

3%

2%

1%

1%

1%

1%

28%

£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

£300,000 or more

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 £40bn 
for over 100,000 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 6 international offices of London, 
Amsterdam, 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
www.worldfirst.com
 @World_First
@WorldFirstUK

Get in touch 


