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HMRC has linked the Overseas Trade Statistics 
(OTS) trade in goods data with the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) business statistics 
sourced from the Inter-Departmental Business 
Register (IDBR).  

The linked data provides additional information 
about the types of business carrying out 
international trade in goods, such as their 
industry group, age and size.  

 

Summary 

 In 2017, there were 151,000 businesses in 
the UK exporting goods, with a total 
employee count of 9.7 million. There were 
231,000 importing businesses in the UK with 
a total employee count of 12.3 million.  

 In 2017, 35% of exporting businesses were 
over 20 years old; these businesses 
contributed 72% of export trade. Businesses 
under 2 years old made up 7% of the exporter 
population but contributed only 1% of export 
trade.  

 In 2017, the average number of employees 
per trading business decreased by 2% for 
exporting businesses and by 4% for importing 
businesses, compared with 2016. 

mailto:christopher.cribbett@hmrc.gsi.gov.uk
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https://www.uktradeinfo.com/
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Introduction 

HMRC has linked the Overseas Trade Statistics (OTS) trade in goods data 
with the Office for National Statistics (ONS) business statistics sourced from 
the Inter-Departmental Business Register (IDBR). Whereas the OTS shows 
the values and volumes of goods being traded by product and country, this 
release provides information about the types of businesses that are trading 
those goods. This report focuses on trade by industry group, age of business 
and size of business (number of employees). In addition, you can download 
Microsoft Excel spreadsheets with more detailed information. 

This publication is for 2017 data. Data relating to 2016 and 2015 is included 
for comparison in the tables, and data from 2013-2017 is included on relevant 
graphs. All data presented in this release has been compiled on a Special 
Trade basis.  For further information on the differences between General and 
Special Trade, please see the Methodology Paper for Overseas Trade 
Statistics. This change is in line with the compilation of the OTS, which have 
been published on a Special Trade basis since May 2016. Previous releases 
of UK trade in goods statistics by business characteristics have not been 
updated. 

Currently these statistics are labelled as experimental. The reasons for this 
are: 

 to allow this new publication to incorporate new methodology which is 
subject to change; 

 to allow external users to provide feedback on the publication so that 
enhancements can be made to future releases. 

For more information and guidance on the use of experimental statistics, 
please visit the Guide to Experimental Statistics on the ONS website. 

 

We welcome feedback on the content and presentation of these statistics. If 
you have any comments, please send them to: 

uktradeinfo@hmrc.gsi.gov.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.uktradeinfo.com/AboutUs/Pages/News.aspx?ItemID=98ef5601-802a-4e5c-9ac2-eb574d7c506b
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/AboutUs/Pages/News.aspx?ItemID=98ef5601-802a-4e5c-9ac2-eb574d7c506b
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/OverseasTradeStatistics/AboutOverseastradeStatistics/Pages/PoliciesandMethodologies.aspx
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/OverseasTradeStatistics/AboutOverseastradeStatistics/Pages/PoliciesandMethodologies.aspx
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/guidetoexperimentalstatistics
mailto:uktradeinfo@hmrc.gsi.gov.uk
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Analysis 

What’s in this release? 

All data and charts in this release are based on international trade in goods 
carried out by businesses based in the UK. Trade in services is not included. 
For the data presented on the ‘Services’ industry, this refers to trade in goods 
carried out by businesses classified as ‘Services’ in the Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) 2007. 

The analysis is presented in four sections: 

 

1. Total trade 

Timelines of total trade 2013-2017: 
Value of UK imports and exports 
Number of UK importers and exporters 

 

2. Trade by industry group 

Timelines of trade for non-Services industries 2013-2017: 
Value of UK imports and exports 
Number of UK importers and exporters 

 

Timelines of trade for the Services industry 2013-2017: 
Value of UK imports and exports 
Number of UK importers and exporters 

 

Analysis of trade by industry group (for 10 industry groups): 
Value UK imports and exports 
Number of UK importers and exporters 
Number of employees for UK importers and exporters 

 

3. Trade by size of business 

Timelines of trade for large businesses 2013-2017: 
Value of UK imports and exports 
Number of UK importers and exporters 

 

Timelines of trade for small and medium-sized businesses 2013-2017: 
Value of UK imports and exports 
Number of UK importers and exporters 

 

Analysis of trade by business size (for 5 size categories): 
Value of UK imports and exports 
Number of UK importers and exporters 
Number of employees for UK importers and exporters 

 

4. Trade by age of business 

Analysis of trade by business age (for 6 age categories): 
Value of UK imports and exports 



 4 

1. Total trade 

Timelines of total trade 2013-20171 

Figure 1.1:  Value of UK exports 2013-2017 

 
 

 

Figure 1.2:  Count of UK exporters 2013-2017 

 

 

 

 

                                            
1 Values will not match annual OTS values, which are compiled on a General trade basis up to April 2016. Counts 

will not match those in the UK VAT Registered Importer and Exporter Population release, which gives a combined 
count for importers/exporters. See Annex for further information. 

The total value of UK 
exports increased by 13 
per cent between 2016 
and 2017, following a 
decrease of 13 per cent 
between 2013 and 2015.  

Exports to the EU rose 
by 14 per cent between 
2016 and 2017, following 
a decrease between 
2013 and 2015.  

Exports to non-EU 
countries increased by 
12 per cent between 
2016 and 2017. 

 

The total number of 
exporting businesses in 
the UK rose steadily 
between 2015 and 2017 
(up 6 per cent) having 
remained fairly 
consistent between 2013 
and 2015. 

Businesses exporting to 
the EU and those 
exporting to non-EU 
countries both 
contributed to this rise. 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 



 5 

Figure 1.3:  Value of UK imports 2013-2017 

 
 

 
Figure 1.4:  Count of UK importers 2013-2017 

The total value of UK 
imports rose sharply 
between 2015 and 2017 
(up 22 per cent) having 
decreased by 3 per cent 
between 2013 and 2015.  

Imports from the EU rose 
by 18 per cent between 
2015 and 2017 having 
remained fairly static 
between 2013 and 2015.  

Imports from non-EU 
countries rose by 27 per 
cent between 2015 and 
2017, after a decrease of 
7 per cent between 2013 
and 2015. 

 

The total number of 
importing businesses in 
the UK increased 
steadily year-on-year 
between 2013 and 2017, 
although the 2 per cent 
rise between 2016 and 
2017 was less than in 
the previous 3 years. 

The number of 
businesses importing 
from the EU increased 
by 2 per cent between 
2016 and 2017, while the 
number importing from 
non-EU countries rose 
by less than 1 per cent. 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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2. Trade by industry group 
 

Timelines of trade for non-Services2 industries 2013-2017 

Figure 2.1:  Value of UK exports by non-Services industries, 2013-2017 

 
 

Figure 2.2:  Count of UK exporters within non-Services industries, 2013-2017 

 

                                            
2 Non-Services industries include industry groups 1-9 as described in the Annex.  

The total value of exports 
by businesses classified 
as non-Services rose 
sharply between 2015 
and 2017 (up 17 per 
cent) following a steady 
decrease between 2013 
and 2015. 

Exports to the EU 
increased by 23 per cent 
between 2015 and 2017, 
while exports to non-EU 
countries rose by 13 per 
cent. 

The total number of non-
Services businesses 
exporting goods from the 
UK rose by 3 per cent 
between 2015 and 2017 
following a decrease 
year-on-year between 
2013 and 2015.  

The number of non-
Services businesses 
exporting to the EU 
increased by 3 per cent 
between 2015 and 2017, 
while the number 
exporting to countries 
outside the EU increased 
only marginally. 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Figure 2.3:  Value of UK imports by non-Services industries, 2013-2017 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4:  Count of UK importers within non-Services industries, 2013-2017 

 
 

The total value of 
imports by businesses 
classified as non-
Services rose by 24 per 
cent between 2015 and 
2017, following a steady 
decrease between 2013 
and 2015. 

Imports from the EU 
increased in value by 2 
per cent between 2015 
and 2017, while imports 
from non-EU countries 
increased by 17 per 
cent. 

The total number of 
non-Services 
businesses importing 
goods decreased 
slightly between 2016 
and 2017, despite a 
considerable increase in 
the value traded. This 
followed a steady rise 
between 2013 and 
2016. 

The above pattern was 
similar for non-Services 
businesses importing 
from the EU and for 
those importing from 
non-EU countries. 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Timelines of trade for the Services3 industry 2013-2017 

 

Figure 2.5: Value of UK exports in goods by the Services industry, 2013-2017 

 
 
 

Figure 2.6: Count of UK exporters in goods within the Services industry, 2013-2017 

 

                                            
3 Services industry is industry group 10, as described in Annex. Data includes only businesses within the Services 

industry that are trading in goods. See Annex for further information. 

The total value of 
exports by businesses 
within the Services 
industry group 
increased by 9 per cent 
between 2016 and 
2017, following a 
decrease of 20 per cent 
between 2013 and 
2016. 

Exports to the EU from 
this group rose by 10 
per cent between 2016 
and 2017 while exports 
to non-EU countries 
increased by 9 per cent. 

The total number of 
exporting businesses 
within the Services 
industry group 
increased steadily 
between 2014 and 
2017, following a 
decrease between 2013 
and 2014. 

The number of Services 
businesses exporting to 
the EU increased by 8 
per cent over the period 
2014 to 2017, while the 
number exporting to 
non-EU countries rose 
by 3 per cent. 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Figure 2.7: Value of UK imports in goods by the Services industry, 2013-2017 

 

 

 

Figure 2.8: Count of UK importers in goods within the Services industry, 2013-2017 

 

The total value of 
imports by businesses 
within the Services 
industry increased only 
marginally between 
2016 and 2017, 
following a sharp rise 
between 2015 and 
2016. 

The slower growth in 
2017 was due to a 
decrease in imports 
from non-EU countries 
by the Services 
industry, while imports 
from the EU continued 
to increase steadily. 

The total number of 
importing businesses 
within the Services 
industry group 
increased steadily year-
on-year between 2013 
and 2017, with a net 
increase of 14 per cent 
over the 4 years. 

The number of Services 
businesses importing 
from the EU increased 
by 14 per cent between 
2013 and 2017 and the 
number importing from 
outside the EU rose by 
12 per cent, despite a 
drop in the value of 
goods imported. 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Analysis of trade by industry group 

 

 

 

Figure 2.9: Percentage change in UK trade value between 2016 and 2017, 
by industry group 

 
 Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Between 2016 and 2017, the value of both exports and imports increased for 
all industry groups. For most groups, the growth in imports exceeded the 
growth in exports, although the ‘Pharmaceuticals’, ‘Motor vehicles & transport 
equipment’ and ‘Services’ groups all saw greater growth in exports. Between 
2016 and 2017: 

↑ The largest percentage increases in export value were in Group 4 
‘Pharmaceuticals’ (up 51 per cent) and Group 2 ‘Mining, petroleum 
products & waste’ (up 30 per cent).  

↑ The largest percentage increases in import value were in Group 4 
‘Pharmaceuticals’ (up 44 per cent) and Group 2 ‘Mining, petroleum 
products & waste’ (up 34 per cent).  

 

For the period 2015-2017:  

↑ There was sustained increase in export value for Group 1 ‘Agriculture 
and food’, Group 6 ‘Machinery & equipment’, Group 7 ‘Motor vehicles & 
transport equipment’, Group 8 ‘Aerospace and related machinery’ and 
Group 9 ‘Other manufacturing’.  

↓ The only groups where 2017 export value was lower than in 2015 were 
Group 3 ‘Chemicals’ and Group 5 ‘Electronic and electrical equipment’. 
This was despite an increase in exports for these groups between 2016 
and 2017.   

↑ There was a sustained increase in import value for the majority of 
groups. The only groups where 2017 import value was lower than in 
2015 were Group 3 ‘Chemicals’ and Group 5 ‘Electronic and electrical 
equipment’.  

 
Market Share 2015-2017: 

↑ For Group 8 ‘Aerospace and related machinery’, the market share of 
exports increased from 6.5 per cent to 9.5 per cent, while the market 
share of imports increased from 2.1 per cent to 4.0 per cent. 

↓ For Group 3 ‘Chemicals’, the market share of exports decreased from 
4.5 per cent to 3.2 per cent between 2015 and 2017, while the market 
share of imports fell from 2.3 per cent to 1.7 per cent. 

↓ For Group 5 ‘Electronic and electrical equipment’, the market share of 
exports decreased from 6.1 per cent to 4.4 per cent, while the market 
share of imports decreased from 3.4 per cent to 2.1 per cent. 
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Figure 2.10: Percentage change in business count between 2016 and 
2017, by industry group 

 
Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Between 2016 and 2017, the number of exporting businesses increased for 5 
of the 10 industry groups. The number of businesses importing goods 
increased for 4 of the 10 groups over the same period. 

Between 2015 and 2017 there was a sustained increase in the number of 
businesses exporting for 5 of the 10 industry groups. During this period there 
was a sustained increase in the number of businesses importing for 3 of the 
industry groups.  

The most notable changes were: 

↑ For Group 4 ‘Pharmaceuticals’, the number of exporting businesses 
rose by 6 per cent between 2016 and 2017, while the number of 
importing businesses rose by 3 per cent. 

↑ For Group 1 ‘Agriculture and food’ the number of exporting businesses 
rose by 4 per cent between 2016 and 2017, while the number of 
importing businesses rose by 2 per cent. 

↑ For Group 10 ‘Services’ the number of businesses exporting goods 
increased by 3 per cent between 2016 and 2017, as did the number 
importing goods. 

↓ Group 8 ‘Aerospace’ saw a 3 per cent fall in the number of exporters 
and a 3 per cent fall in the number of importers between 2016 and 
2017. 

↓ Group 6 ‘Machinery and equipment’ was the only industry group to see 
a sustained decrease in the number of exporters over the period 2015-
2017. This group was also the only one to see a sustained decrease in 
importers over the same period. 

↓ The only industry groups where the number of exporters was lower in 
2017 than in 2015 were Group 5 ‘Electronic and electrical equipment’ 
and Group 6 ‘Machinery & equipment’. 
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Figure 2.11: Percentage change in employee count between 2016 and 
2017, by industry group 

 

 Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Between 2016 and 2017, the majority of exporting industries saw an increase 
in the number of people they employed. This was in contrast to the decrease 
in the number of employees seen in the majority of industries between 2015 
and 2016. There was a marginal net increase in the total number of 
employees across all exporting industries, despite a decrease in employees 
within the dominant Services industry. 

Between 2016 and 2017 the majority of importing industry groups saw an 
increase in the number of people they employed, with an overall net increase 
of 2 per cent. This figure was dominated by the Services industry, which 
accounted for around 80 per cent of all employees for businesses engaged in 
international trade in goods. 

The most notable changes were: 

↑ The largest percentage increase between 2016 and 2017 was in 
employees within Group 4 ‘Pharmaceuticals’ (up 26 per cent for 
exporting businesses and 21 per cent for importing businesses). This 
rise followed a large decrease of around 35 per cent in employees 
within ‘Pharmaceuticals’ between 2015 and 2016 for both imports and 
exports. 

↓ Among exporting businesses, the largest percentage decrease 
between 2016 and 2017 was in employees within Group 6 ‘Machinery 
and equipment’ (down 4 per cent).  

↓ Among importing businesses, the largest percentage decrease 
between 2016 and 2017 was in employees within Group 10 ‘Services’ 
(down 3 per cent).  

↑ For exports during the period 2015-2017, Group 1 ‘Agriculture and 
food’ and Group 8 ‘Aerospace’ were the only industries to see a 
sustained increase in number of employees over the two years. 

↑ For imports during the period 2015-2017, Group 1 ‘Agriculture and 
food’, Group 8 ‘Aerospace’ and Group 9 ’Other manufacturing’ were the 
only industries to see a sustained increase in number of employees 
over the two years. 

↓ For the period 2015-2017, the only industry to see a sustained 
decrease in number of employees was Group 5 ‘Electronic and 
electrical equipment’; this was true for both importing and exporting 
businesses. 



 16 

Summary of trade by industry group 2015-2017:  

Trade value, number of businesses and employee count 

Between 2015 and 2017 the number of importing and exporting businesses 
increased for the majority of industry groups. This was coupled with a 
decrease in the average number of employees per business across half of the 
industry groups. However, some industries such as Motor vehicles & 
transport equipment saw a rise in the number of employees per business.   
The average value of goods imported and exported per business varied 
widely between industry groups: per business, there were large decreases in 
average import and export value for Chemicals and Electronic and 
electrical equipment, while Aerospace saw very large increases in the 
average values imported and exported per business. 

Between 2015 and 2017: 

 The number of businesses importing and exporting within the 
Agriculture and Food industry increased (exporters up 9 per cent and 
importers up 4 per cent), but the average number of employees per 
exporting business decreased. The average export value per business 
decreased (down 2 per cent) but the average import value per business 
increased (up 8 per cent). 

 The number of businesses exporting and importing within the 
Machinery and equipment group decreased (exporters and importers 
both down 2 per cent), although the average number of employees per 
business increased. The average export value and average import 
value per business also both increased (up 35 per cent and 59 per cent 
respectively). 

 The number of exporting businesses within the Electronic and 
electrical equipment group decreased slightly, and there was also a 
reduction in the average number of employees per business (down 4 
per cent for exporters and 6 per cent for importers). The average export 
value and average import value per business both decreased (down 18 
per cent for exporters and 25 per cent for importers), as did the market 
share (down 28 per cent for exports and 38 per cent for imports). 

 The number of Pharmaceuticals businesses exporting goods 
increased, although these businesses employed fewer people on 
average and had a lower average export value per business. In 
contrast, the number of importing Pharmaceuticals businesses 
decreased; these businesses employed fewer people on average but 
saw an increase in the average value of imports per business. 
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3. Trade by size of business 

Timelines of trade for large businesses4  2013-2017 

Figure 3.1: Value of UK exports by large businesses 2013-2017 

 
 
 

Figure 3.2: Count of UK exporters – large businesses 2013-2017 

 

                                            
4 Large businesses are defined as those with 250 or more employees. 

The total value of exports 
by large businesses 
increased by 12 per cent 
between 2016 and 2017. 
This followed a decrease 
of 19 per cent between 
2013 and 2016  

Exports to the EU 
increased by 15 per cent 
between 2016 and 2017, 
while exports to non-EU 
countries increased by 9 
per cent. 

 

The total number of large 
businesses exporting 
goods from the UK has 
increased year-on-year 
between 2014 and 2017 
(up 6 per cent), following 
a decrease between 
2013 and 2014.  

The number of large 
businesses exporting to 
the EU increased by 8 
per cent between 2014 
and 2017, while the 
number exporting to non-
EU countries rose by 
only 2 per cent. 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Figure 3.3: Value of UK imports by large businesses 2013-2017 

 

 

 

Figure 3.4: Count of UK importers – large businesses 2013-2017 

 
 

The total value of goods 
imported by large 
businesses increased by 
just 2 per cent between 
2016 and 2017, following 
a sharp increase of 21 
per cent between 2015 
and 2016. 

Goods imported from the 
EU by large businesses 
increased steadily in 
value between 2015 and 
2017 (up 18 per cent). 
Goods imported from 
non-EU countries 
decreased between 2016 
and 2017 after a sharp 
increase between 2015 
and 2016. 

 

The total number of large 
businesses importing 
goods increased year-on-
year between 2013 and 
2017, with a 2 per cent 
rise between 2016 and 
2017.  

The number of large 
businesses importing 
from the EU increased by 
14 per cent between 
2013 and 2017, while 
those importing from 
non-EU countries 
increased by 4 per cent 
after a decrease between 
2016 and 2017.
 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Timelines of trade for SMEs5 2013-2017 
 

Figure 3.5: Value of UK exports by SMEs 2013-2017 

 
 

 
Figure 3.6: Count of UK exporters – SMEs 2013-2017 

    

 

                                            
5 SMEs (Small and medium sized enterprises) are defined as businesses with less than 250 employees. 

The total value of goods 
exported by small and 
medium-sized 
businesses (SMEs) rose 
by 23 per cent between 
2015 and 2017, after a 
decrease between 2013 
and 2015.  

Exports to the EU by 
SMEs increased in value 
by 26 per cent between 
2015 and 2017, while 
SME exports to non-EU 
countries rose by 21 per 
cent. 

The total number of 
SMEs exporting goods 
increased steadily 
between 2014 and 2017 
(up 6 per cent), following 
a decrease between 
2013 and 2014. 

The number of SMEs 
exporting to the EU 
increased by 6 per cent 
between 2014 and 2017, 
with the number 
exporting to non-EU 
countries up 2 per cent. 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Figure 3.7:  Value of UK imports by SMEs 2013-2017 

 

 

 

Figure 3.8:  Count of UK importers – SMEs 2013-2017 

 

 

The total value of goods 
imported by SMEs rose 
by 18 per cent between 
2013 and 2017, with an 
increase of 8 per cent 
between 2016 and 2017.  

Goods imported from the 
EU by SMEs rose in value 
by 20 per cent between 
2013 and 2017, and 
imports from non-EU 
countries rose by 16 per 
cent. 

 

 

The total number of SMEs 
importing goods 
increased steadily year-
on-year between 2013 
and 2017 (up 12 per 
cent). 

The number of SMEs 
importing from the EU 
increased by 12 per cent 
between 2013 and 2017, 
while the number 
importing from non-EU 
countries rose by 8 per 
cent.  

 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Analysis of trade by business size 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.9: Percentage change in UK trade value between 2016 and 2017, 
by business size 

 
 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Between 2016 and 2017 the value of imports increased for all business size 
categories. The value of exports increased for all business size categories 
apart from the Zero employees category, where there was a 4 per cent 
decrease.  

The most notable changes were: 

↑ Between 2016 and 2017, for businesses classified as SMEs (covering 
the categories 0, 1-9, 10-49 and 50-249) the percentage increase in the 
value of exports exceeded that for imports in all size categories apart 
from the Zero employees category. 

↓ The largest percentage increase in import value between 2016 and 
2017 was in the Zero employees category (up 13 per cent). This 
category was the only one for which the value of imports decreased 
between 2015 and 2016, although this decrease was marginal. 

↓ The Zero employees size category was the only one to see a decrease 
in the value of exports between 2015 and 2017. 

↑ The Large business category (250+ employees) saw a 12 per cent 
increase in export value between 2016 and 2017, following a decrease 
between 2015 and 2016. 

↑ The largest increase in export value between 2016 and 2017 was in the 
10-49 employees category (up 16 per cent). 
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Figure 3.10: Percentage change in business count between 2016 and 
2017, by business size 

 

 

 
 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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All business size groups experienced a rise in the number of businesses 
exporting between 2016 and 2017. There was a rise in the number of 
businesses importing for all business size groups apart from the Zero 
employees category between 2016 and 2017.  

The most notable changes were: 

↑ The largest percentage increase in number of businesses between 
2016 and 2017 was in the 1-9 employees category (up 3 per cent for 
both importing and exporting businesses). 

↓ The only decrease in number of businesses between 2016 and 2017 
was in importers within the Zero employees category. 

↑ For all size groups apart from the Zero employees category, there was 
a sustained increase in the number of businesses trading 
internationally over the period 2015-2017. 

↓ The only category to see a decrease in importing businesses between 
2015 and 2017 was the Zero employees category (down 10 per cent). 
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Figure 3.11: Percentage change in employee count between 2016 and 
2017, by business size 
 

 

Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Between 2016 and 2017, there was an increase in the number of people 
employed by importing and exporting businesses for all business size groups 
except for Large businesses (250+ employees). 

The most notable changes were: 

↓ For Large businesses (250+ employees) importing goods, there was a 
decrease of 3 per cent in the number of employees between 2016 and 
2017. There was also a slight decrease in employees for Large 
businesses exporting goods. 

↑ For both importing and exporting businesses, the largest percentage 
increase in number of employees between 2016 and 2017 was in the 
1-9 employees category (up 2 per cent). 

↑ When comparing employee counts in 2015 to those in 2017, there was 
an increase in number of employees across all size groups for both 
exporters and importers. 
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4. Trade by age of business 

Analysis of trade by business age 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Percentage change in UK trade value between 2016 and 2017, 
by business age 

 

 Source: HMRC OTS and ONS IDBR data 
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Table 4.1 shows the value of trade by age of business. Interpretation of 
movements in age group categories should be treated with caution, since 
individual businesses naturally progress through the groups. 

The most notable changes were: 

↑ Between 2016 and 2017, there was a large increase in the value of 
exports for businesses 2-3 years old (up 80 per cent). 

↑ Business aged 2-3 years also saw the largest percentage increase in 
the value of imports (up 41 per cent) between 2016 and 2017. 

↓ The biggest percentage decrease in export value between 2016 and 
2017 was for businesses aged 4-5 years (down 25 per cent); this 
continued the large decline between 2015 and 2016. 

↑ Between 2015 and 2017 all age groups saw a rise in import and export 
value apart from the 4-5 year category, where both import and export 
values fell.  

↑ For businesses aged under one year, the market share of exports 
doubled between 2015 and 2017 (up from 0.7 per cent to 1.4 per cent). 
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Access to data 

The detailed tables for 2017 data are available on the gov.uk website in 
Microsoft Excel spreadsheet format. Previously published data for 2013-2016 
is also available on the same webpage6.  

These files contain individual tables for Industry Group, Age, and Business 
Size and also 2 dimensional tables which show:  

 Industry Group by Age; 

 Industry Group by Business Size; 

 Business Size by Age. 

 

A breakdown of industry, age or business size by country for 2017 is available 
for selected partner countries. These countries are Algeria, Australia, 
Bangladesh, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, China, Czech Republic, Denmark, 
France, Germany, Hong Kong, India, Irish Republic, Israel, Italy, Japan, 
Malaysia, Mexico, Netherlands, Nigeria, Norway, Poland, Qatar, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sri Lanka, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, UAE, USA, Vietnam, EU (all 
EU partner countries combined), NEU (all Non EU partner countries 
combined), World (all partner countries combined).

                                            

6 Note that previously published data for 2015, 2014 and 2013 was compiled on a General 
Trade as opposed to a Special Trade basis. For more details on the difference between 
General and Special trade, see the Methodology Paper for Overseas Trade Statistics. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/uk-trade-in-goods-statistics-by-business-characteristics
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/OverseasTradeStatistics/AboutOverseastradeStatistics/Documents/OTSMethodology_paper.pdf
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Annex: Metadata FAQ 

What is the purpose of these experimental statistics? 

To produce trade statistics based on 10 predefined industry groups to show 
the total value of UK trade imported and exported, broken down by age and 
size of UK businesses.  

Why is this release “Experimental Statistics”? 

Experimental statistics allow a new publication to incorporate new 
methodology which is subject to change. It also allows external users to 
provide feedback on the publication and enhancements can be made to future 
releases.  

What data has been used to produce this release? 

This release combines data from the Overseas Trade Statistics (OTS) 
published by HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) with the Inter-Departmental 
Business Register (IDBR) published by the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS). The OTS is a detailed dataset covering the UK’s trade in goods with 
other nations by partner country and product. More information can be found 
in the methodology paper for the Overseas Trade Statistics. Since 1994 the 
IDBR has been the comprehensive list of UK businesses that is used by 
government for statistical purposes. More information about the Inter-
Departmental Business Register can be found on the ONS website. 

 

What is the definition of a “business”? 

For the purpose of this release the term “business” is used to represent an 
enterprise. An enterprise can be defined as the smallest combination of legal 
units (generally based on VAT and/or PAYE records) that is an organisational 
unit producing goods or services, which benefits from a certain degree of 
autonomy in decision-making, especially for the allocation of its current 
resources. An enterprise carries out one or more activities at one or more 
locations. An enterprise may be a sole legal unit. 

Business characteristics such as employee count, age group and industry 
group are recorded at enterprise level on the IDBR. The business counts 
published here are therefore counts of enterprises, and the value of trade is 
derived from trade declared to HMRC by the underlying VAT-registered or 
EORI-registered7 businesses. 

 

                                            
7 EORI is an acronym for Economic Operator Registration and Identification. In the UK, an 
EORI number is assigned to importers and exporters by HMRC for the purposes of trading 
with countries outside the EU. 

 

https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/OverseasTradeStatistics/AboutOverseastradeStatistics/Pages/PoliciesandMethodologies.aspx
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/about-ons/products-and-services/idbr/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/about-ons/products-and-services/idbr/index.html
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How has the data matching been done? 

Data is matched by linking the VAT number of each business within the trade 
statistics data with its corresponding reference on the IDBR data. If a match is 
not found, then a ‘fuzzy matching’ on the name is attempted. Any remaining 
unmatched VAT numbers are allocated to an industry group obtained from 
departmental VAT records where possible.  

There are a number of reasons why a business may be classified within the 

‘Unknown’ category for industry group, number of employees, business size 

or age group: 

 

1. Businesses where the trading VAT/EORI number is invalid are 

classified as Unknown for industry group, number of employees, 

business size and age group. 

2. Overseas-based businesses with a VAT presence in the UK are 

classified as Unknown for industry group, number of employees, 

business size and age group. 

3. Businesses for which IDBR data on industry group, number of 

employees, business size or age group are unavailable are placed in 

the Unknown category for the respective group(s). 

4. EU trade in oil and gas that cannot be attributed to a VAT number is 

placed in the Unknown category for employee count, business size and 

age group, while industry group is estimated from HMRC records on 

businesses trading similar goods. 

5. Trade carried out by businesses in the Channel Islands and Isle of Man 

is placed in the Unknown category for industry group, number of 

employees, business size and age group. 

6. Parcel post trade that is dealt with centrally (trade with Non-EU only) is 

placed in the Unknown category for industry group, number of 

employees, business size and age group. 

7. Although trade carried out by UK Government is placed in the 

Unknown category for employee count, it is categorised under the 

‘250+’ group for business size.  

 
For more detailed information or to comment on this methodology, contact the 
uktradeinfo helpdesk (email: uktradeinfo@hmrc.gsi.gov.uk). 

 

Which variables are being published? 

Age of business (0-1, 2-3, 4-5, 6-9, 10-20, 20+, unknown) 
Business size (no. of employees) (0, 1-9, 10-49, 50-249, 250+, unknown) 
Industry group (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, unknown) 
Statistical value of trade in goods 
Employee count 
Business count 

mailto:uktradeinfo@hmrc.gsi.gov.uk
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What are the industry groupings? 

The industry group refers to the classification of the main activity of the 

business. A business may trade predominantly in commodities relating to its 

main activity, but may also trade in commodities outside of this group. For 

example, the 'Pharmaceuticals' group (group 4) contains all importing or 

exporting businesses classified as belonging to the 'Pharmaceuticals' sector. 

However, the 'trade in goods' value for this group contains all trade in goods 

carried out by these businesses - this may predominantly be trade in 

pharmaceutical goods, but could include trade in any type of commodity. 

The Standard Industrial Classification 2007 (SIC) groupings within each 
Industry group are: 

Group Description SIC 2007 
Group 1 Agriculture and Food A, 10 – 17 

Group 2 Mining, Petroleum products and Waste B, 19, 24, D, E 

Group 3 Chemicals 20 

Group 4 Pharmaceuticals 21 

Group 5 Electronic and Electrical equipment 26, 27 

Group 6 Machinery and equipment n.e.s 28 

Group 7 Motor vehicles, transport equipment (excluding aerospace) 29, 30 (excluding 30.3) 

Group 8 Aerospace and related machinery 30.3 

Group 9 Other manufacturing 18, 22, 23, 25, 31, 32 

Group 10 Services 33, F – U 

For further details on SIC 2007 visit the ONS website. 

 

What partner countries or geographical areas are available? 

Only a selection of partner countries are available, which are: Algeria, 
Australia, Bangladesh, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, China, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, France, Germany, Hong Kong, India, Irish Republic, Israel, Italy, 
Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, Netherlands, Nigeria, Norway, Poland, Qatar, 
Russia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sri 
Lanka, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, UAE, USA, Vietnam, 
EU (all EU countries combined), NEU (all Non EU countries combined), World 
(all countries combined). These are the top EU and non-EU partner countries 
for the UK in terms of trade value. 

This data is available in Microsoft Excel spreadsheet format for expert users.  

 

How were the employee count and business count fields 
calculated? 

The business count is the total number of businesses who imported or 
exported, with the specified characteristics. The employee count is the total 
number of employees for those businesses. It does not mean that all these 
employees are directly involved in the activity of international trade.  

 

 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/classifications/current-standard-classifications/standard-industrial-classification/sic-2007-summary-of-structure.xls
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/uk-trade-in-goods-statistics-by-business-characteristics
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Does this data include trade in services? 

This publication does not include any data on services traded by businesses. 
However, a breakdown is provided of industry type, which includes group 10: 
Services. The figures within this group include only the value of goods traded 
by those businesses who are classified as a Services industry, the number of 
businesses in the Services industry who are trading in goods and the 
employee counts for these businesses.  The figures do not contain any data 
on the services these businesses provide or the values related to this. 

 

How have suppressions been applied to these experimental 
statistics? 

While the OTS is subject to passive disclosure control, due to linking with the 
IDBR these experimental statistics are subject to active disclosure control. 
Disclosure control procedures applied are in line with those recommended by 
the appropriate GSS guidance.  

Where the data has been suppressed, additional suppressions (masks) have 
been used making it impossible to calculate the contents of suppressed cells. 
All suppressed cells are shown with an “S”. 

 

Why do the trade totals not match the published OTS or the UK 
VAT Registered Importer and Exporter Population release? 

The trade totals will not match the published OTS for two reasons, both 
related to EU trade. Firstly, the OTS totals for EU trade include an estimate for 
non-response which is not included in this publication. Secondly, the 
contribution of traders below the Intrastat threshold for EU trade has had to be 
recalculated on a per trader basis, and has not been allocated to individual EU 
countries. Although this closely replicates the methodology for the estimation 
of below threshold trade in the OTS, timing and other issues means there is 
not an exact match.  

Annual tables published as part of the OTS release are currently calculated on 
a General Trade basis up to April 2016 and annual values are therefore not 
comparable with pre-2017 data presented in this release, which is calculated 
on a Special Trade basis. 

The counts given in the UK VAT Registered Importer and Exporter Population 
release relate to the total number of UK businesses engaged in trade in goods 
(importers and exporters combined) and are therefore not comparable with 
data in this release, where importers and exporters are treated separately.   

 

Why is this data different to that presented in the HMRC Regional Trade 
Statistics (RTS) releases? 

Due to methodological differences, the data presented in this release will not 
match published RTS data. The main reasons for this are: 

https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/OverseasTradeStatistics/Pages/OTS.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/vat-registered-importer-and-exporter-population
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/vat-registered-importer-and-exporter-population
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/Pages/Annual-Tables.aspx
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/RTS/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/RTS/Pages/default.aspx
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 The business counts in this release are calculated on a per enterprise 
basis, while RTS business counts are calculated at the level of the 
VAT-registered business. 

 Different methods are used for estimating trade below the Intrastat 
reporting threshold, to enable trade values to be allocated per business 
in this release. 

 This release includes all UK trade in goods, while RTS data excludes 
trade in non-monetary gold. 

 

Are there any similar statistics available on the characteristics of 
UK exporters and importers? 

The ONS produce the Annual Business Survey (ABS) publication Great 
Britain non-financial business economy exporters and importers (latest 
release published 27 November 2018). This includes details of the number 
and proportion of non-financial GB enterprises (excluding Northern Ireland) 
engaged in international trade in goods and services, categorised by 
employment size group, broad industry group, ownership (UK/foreign owned), 
turnover and age of business. A regional breakdown is also supplied. 
 
 The aim of Great Britain non-financial business economy exporters and 
importers is to supply comprehensive information on business trading 
behaviour for both goods and services to provide answers to questions such 
as:  

 What share of businesses export goods and/ or services?  

 What share of businesses import goods and/ or services?  

 Are importing businesses also those that export, or do some 
businesses only import or export?  

 

The aim of the HMRC UK Trade Statistics by Business Characteristics is 
to add value to the UK trade in goods data by looking at the characteristics of 
businesses trading. This may provide answers to questions such as: 

 How many people are employed by businesses engaged in 
international trade in goods?  

 What share of exports/imports is carried out by particular industry 
groups?   

 How many new businesses involved in international trade in goods are 
trading with specific partner countries?  

 

Due to methodological differences between the ABS statistics and the 
HMRC statistics published in this release, the trade in goods data within each 
dataset are not directly comparable and may differ. Methodological 
differences between the two releases include differences in: data sources and 
coverage, measurement of employee count, disclosure control procedures 
and the handling of revisions. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/annualbusinesssurvey/greatbritainnonfinancialbusinesseconomy2016exportersandimporters
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/annualbusinesssurvey/greatbritainnonfinancialbusinesseconomy2016exportersandimporters


 36 

The ONS also published a new annual experimental release UK trade in 
goods by industry, country and commodity: 2008 to 2016 on 24 October 
2018.This combines HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) data on trade in 
goods with the IDBR to create an experimental dataset providing detail of UK 
trade in goods exports and imports by partner country, industry and 
commodity from 2008 to 2016, on an annual basis. This ONS dataset is 
published on a balance of payments (BoP) basis which measures change of 
economic ownership, whereas HMRC data is based on the physical 
movement of goods. The data published will therefore not match data in this 
release. 

 

Methodology notes 
 

1. All data within the release is compiled on a Special Trade basis. This 

applies to both 2017 data and data from previous years which has 

been included for comparison. This change is in line with the 

compilation of the Overseas Trade Statistics (OTS), which have been 

published on a Special Trade basis since May 2016. 

2. All revisions to OTS data from 2013 onwards have been applied. 

3. Some businesses that were previously published  within the ‘Zero 

employees’ category for business size (see 2013-2015 releases ) were 

subsequently identified as foreign-owned businesses that are required 

to register for UK VAT due to distance selling regulations.  Although 

these businesses are recorded on the IDBR as having zero employees, 

within this release they have been placed in the ‘Unknown’ category for 

business size.   

4. The age of a business is determined by the birth date and death date of 

the enterprise rather than that of the underlying VAT-registered 

business.  This maintains consistency within the data in that each 

business will always have the same birth date and death date for all EU 

and non-EU imports and exports. 

5. A unique industry group is assigned to each business for all EU and 

non-EU imports and exports. 

 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/tradeingoodsbyindustrycountryandcommodity
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/tradeingoodsbyindustrycountryandcommodity
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/AboutUs/Pages/News.aspx?ItemID=98ef5601-802a-4e5c-9ac2-eb574d7c506b
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/uk-trade-in-goods-statistics-by-business-characteristics

