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The British Chamber of Commerce recently surveyed businesses across the country on a series of 
issues relating to trade and export. This document reports the key findings from the members of 
the Suffolk Chamber of Commerce (71 responses) and provides a comparison with findings from 
previous years as well as with the LEP area and national figures. Comparisons with previous years 
are not always possible as a result of changes to the survey method. In presenting these findings for 
consideration, we have sought to indicate results where we feel a clear inference from the survey 
responses can be made. 

 

Key Findings: 

 The results indicate a complex picture relating to economic outlook – with indicators of 
confidence and concern for businesses. 

 Domestically, businesses seem to be less concerned than previously about competition, but 
there is an increase in concerns relating to skills. 

 There has been an increase in the proportion of respondents whose businesses are involved 
in export activity. 

 Access to distributors, agents and customers is a priority for those seeking to expand export 
operations or looking to break into new markets. 

 A much lower proportion of respondents from Suffolk engage in online sales for exporting 
than nationally. 

 Engagement with UKTI remains steady whilst no businesses this year report engagement 
with UK Export Finance. 
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Business Position and Ambition 

 

The chart (above) indicates the level of support for statements concerning economic outlook. The 
overall picture suggests few changes between the 2014 and 2015 surveys although two interesting 
patterns suggest themselves. Firstly, we see a continued slight decline in the proportion of 
respondents that feel they have sufficient business at present (24% down from 31% in 2014). 
Secondly, the proportion of respondents that see domestic and international growth as critical is 
also falling. These responses appear to be contradictory. 

Comparisons with respondents in the LEP area as a whole suggest that Suffolk businesses are more 
likely to see growth as a business priority (91% compared with 85%). International growth is key for 
45% of Suffolk businesses (41% in the LEP area). There is little difference between results in Suffolk 
and the national average. 

Domestic Markets 

Most respondents still place a great emphasis on domestic markets (see above). The majority of 
respondents have seen business grow in the past year with 60% reporting the value of orders/sales 
increasing. This is marginally more than across the LEP in general (57%) and markedly better than 
the national average (53%). 

Costs have risen in all three of the categories that the survey inquired about with 40% of 
respondents reporting increased wage or labour costs; 35% increased costs of capital investment; 
and 33% increased operating costs. 
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The chart above shows significant changes from the previous year in the factors that influence 
domestic growth. The impact of competition has fallen dramatically from 51% in 2014 to 30% in 
2015 perhaps suggesting a confidence amongst Suffolk businesses. Other positives include falls in 
the proportion of respondents indicating issues with regulations and access to finance. However, 
slight increases in the proportion citing concerns about access to skills and the level of government 
assistance may be concerning. 

Current Approach to Exporting 

 

The proportion of respondents that currently export has risen in 2015 and stands at 42%. The chart 
above shows good evidence that the proportion of Suffolk businesses that are actively involved in 
exporting has seen a steady increase over a 5 year period (from 21% in 2011). As might be expected, 
this is accompanied by a decrease in the proportion that is unlikely to be involved in exporting 
(from 70% to 45%).  
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A similar proportion of businesses from the LEP area are involved in exporting (41%) but the 
proportion of Suffolk businesses engaged in exporting is higher than the national average (38%). 

Amongst those that do not engage in exporting the most common factor influencing their decision 
is the type of product or service that they offer (65%) which shows a slight increase from last year. 
Other key factors include difficulty in sourcing market information (19%) and difficult in finding 
overseas customers, agents or distributors (12%). These might offer opportunities for the Chamber 
to provide additional support for members. 

Factors Influencing Export Decisions 

 

The chart above summarises the responses to a question about factors that determine export 
decisions. The most significant factor is finding customers, agents or distributors which was 
highlighted by 100% of respondents. However, all the other factors were important (scoring more 
than 75%). 

On average, respondents have seen an increase in export sales and profitability over the past 12 
months (26% by 6%-10%; 15% by 15%-25%). The following charts reflect views on factors that 
influence the ability of businesses to increase sales and that drive a decision to enter a new market 
for the first time. 
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Whilst there are increases in the proportion of respondents that mention transport and access to 
funding as issues that influence their ability to increase sales, the responses to the 2015 survey 
show a very large increase in the proportion claiming no barrier to their increased sales. This is a 
much more positive mood than the national picture suggests (16%). Some care should be taken 
with this result: although it gives a very positive picture, it may also reflect some bias in the dataset. 

When considering entering a new market the pattern of factors in 2015 is similar to that from the 
previous year although there is an increase in the proportion concerned about transport 
infrastructure (13% up from 0%). The proportion indicating no barriers fell from 40% to 30% this 
year. This is very similar to the national result (28%). 

Those who responded that regulations or differences in standards were a barrier were asked to 
specify their concerns. Amongst these responses, foreign standards and certification  was the most 
significant area of concern (42%), with export licences (25%) and commodity coding (25%) also 
rated significantly. 
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Amongst changes that the UK government might make there is some support for a reduction in 
corporation tax (14%) or a simplification of VAT rules (11%) but neither secures much support. 

Nature of Exporting 

Most of the Suffolk respondents to the survey have a great deal of export experience (43% more 
than 20 years) and export to a small number of other countries (40% to between 2 and 5 countries; 
but 23% to 21 or more). There is therefore quite some variety in the experience and nature of 
overseas trade within the Suffolk Chamber membership. 

 

The nature of exports (type of goods) shows somewhat similar patterns to those from 2014. 
Business services (34%) and consumer goods (24%) remain the largest groups although their 
proportion of the whole continues the decline that was started in 2014. The ‘other’ category 
remains popular, with 24% of businesses reporting their work in this group. 

Suffolk Chamber respondents conduct a much lower proportion of their export sales online (76% 
report that none of their sales are carried out online) when compared to the national average (56% 
in the same category). Whether this is a reflection of the type of goods sold or infrastructure issues 
is not apparent. 

Payment Terms 

Most (63% of respondents) require payment within 4 weeks (28-30 days) with very few offering 
longer than this before requiring settlement. BACS transfers are the most common (81%) method 
of payment. Surprisingly, 46% report that customers pay by cheque despite only 9% of businesses 
expressing a preference for this form of payment. Overall, the pattern seems to be that businesses 
accept (customers use) a wide variety of payment methods, but that BACS transfers are clearly 
preferred (88% of respondents). 

Private sector businesses from the UK are most likely to require the longest payment terms (54% of 
respondents) and are most likely to be late with payments (89% of respondents) whilst public 
sector organisations are the most difficult to communicate with when it comes to late payments 
(47%). Most respondents (43%) report that between 1 and 10% of payments are beyond agreed 
terms, with a further 25% of respondents reporting late payments for between 11 and 30% of 
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payments. Large businesses (more the 250 employees) are most likely to be late-payers (34% of 
respondents).  

Support for Export Activity 

The survey asks respondents about support from UKTI and UK Export Finance. 39% of respondents 
have made use of services provided by UKTI but no respondents have used UK Export Finance 
services. This pattern is similar to the previous year. 

Those who have used UKTI services report general satisfaction with the speed of response (64%) 
and with the ease with which services can be accessed (45%). Levels of satisfaction with the 
appropriateness of the support are slightly lower (36% - although dissatisfaction levels are only 
27%). Perhaps most tellingly, satisfaction with the communication and advertising of the support 
available is only 18%. 

Trade Relationships 

Participants were asked about their preferences for the nature of the trade relationship with 
continental Europe. The Economic Union (similar to the current system) and a Free-trade area were 
equally popular (37%). There was very little support for the other options presented. 

One-third of respondents were aware of the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 
(agreement between US and EU) with 29% predicting a slight positive impact and 46% no impact to 
their business. 

Conclusions 

The results presented in this report represent the views of members of the Suffolk Chamber of 
Commerce. Patterns from the responses in this year are somewhat harder to identify than those in 
previous years. However, there seems to be increased interest in exports and overseas trade when 
compared to the results from 2014 (which conversely indicated a preference for a focus on 
domestic growth). 

The analysis of the results from the members of the Suffolk Chamber of Commerce was completed 
by Dr Will Thomas at the Suffolk Business School, University Campus Suffolk and draws on the work 
completed by Research by Design Ltd for the British Chambers of Commerce. 


