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The United Kingdom has world-leading sectors with high productivity, global competitive advantages 

and high growth potential. Sectors such as aerospace, automotive, the life sciences, creative 

industries, digital and tech, financial services and professional & business services (PBS) have 

generated significant growth in recent years. PBS in particular also provides an important 

contribution to other parts of the economy. 

 

ROLE OF INDUSTRIAL STRATEGY 

The purpose of the UK government's new industrial strategy is to put the UK in a strong position for 

the future by promoting a diversity of industrial sectors, and ensuring that the benefits of growth are 

shared across the country. The strategy focuses on addressing long-term productivity growth, 

encouraging innovation, and the industries and technologies that will give the UK competitive 

advantage. 

 

The challenge for industries, sectors – and government policy – is how to maximise the benefits of 

collaboration between firms in a sector, and between the sector and the Government to drive up 

productivity, innovation and competitiveness either without the Government directing a sector, or 

unwittingly creating a strategy of favouring the incumbents. 

 

SECTOR LEADERSHIP 

Business should lead the relationship with the Government, rather than the other way round. Sector 

councils – business is directly represented – should be open to SMEs and start-ups, as well as bigger 

and more established players. 

 

PBS leadership institutions include: 

 PBSC (Professional & Business Services Council) This is a Government-industry body formed to 

develop a sector strategy. It is chaired by a BEIS (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial 

Strategy) minister, and a chairman from the sector (Nick Owen of Deloitte). It comprises 17 

firms, has its own secretariat, is funded by industry, with subgroups working on specific issues. 

 MPF (Managing Partners’ Forum). This is the industry’s trade association that acts as the voice 

of the professions, promoting its position to the Government, stakeholders and the media. It has 

hundreds of firmwide, client-facing and operational leaders at professional firms of all sizes 

based throughout the UK. It conducts regular member surveys on a wide range of issues. 

 The BEIS Professional & Business Services Unit. This supports PBSC by co-ordinating 

Government policy affecting the sector. 

 

 

 



AGENDA 

To develop a deal with the Government, a sector has to show how the firms within the sector could 

take actions to transform their strategic prospects, and how the Government could increase the 

prospects of success. This could be by: 

• Help align government policies around a sector, including training and skills;  

• Address a regulatory issue or deregulation; 

• Promote the creation and diffusion of new technology and good practice;  

• Ensure existing sources of funding are used effectively;  

• Help address market access barriers with other countries;  

• Support the creation of new institutions to support the sector, whether institutions to provide 

leadership, support innovation or raise skill levels 

 
SCOPE OF MPF/PBSC SURVEY 
The Government is eager to hear from firm-wide, client-facing and operational leaders at 
professional firms of all sizes across the UK. A confidential survey was organised jointly by MPF and 
PBSC in December 2016. It covered: 

 Each firm's current and anticipated level of activity; 
 How the leadership team view the growth prospects for their firm and the overall sector; 
 Each firm's investment and headcount plans; 
 Each firm's business priorities; 
 The constraints on each firm's growth; 
 How government could best facilitate that growth and/or alleviate those constraints. 

KEY FINDINGS 

 71 responses were completed as at 8 Jan 2017 (41 SMEs; 30 larger firms) 

 Present levels of activity are near normal; slightly below for larger firms: with SME’s slightly 
higher than larger firms 

 Expansion in activity and revenues is expected in the coming year, with SME’s more optimistic 

 Expansion in revenues is also expected in the next three years, with larger firms more optimistic 

 Individual firms consider that they will out-grow their sector by big margins 

 The key area for investment in the coming year is technology. This is followed by training for 
larger firms and marketing for SMEs 

 SMEs expect to grow headcount in leaders, advisors and support staff; larger firms are expecting 
growth in advisors but a reduction in leaders and support staff  

 Developing/ maintaining a clear purpose and strategy is the top priority to facilitate growth over 
the coming year. This is followed by operational efficiency for larger firms and skills for SMEs. 
The priority which is expected to grow fastest in importance for SME’s is the commerciality of 
their people, with larger firms citing the use of technology. 

 Profile building and thought leadership are given relatively low priority despite their recognised 
importance in revenue generation through superior pricing. 

 Political uncertainty is the top constraint on growth over the next year, and is also by some 
margin the constraint that is most sensitive to an adverse change over current expectations. 
Skills, talent and employee turnover are seen to be of lesser importance. 

 

SURVEY DEMOGRAPHICS 

 58% of firms have headcount of below 250; 42% over 250 

 45% of firms are legal; 14% accountancy; 7% property; 34% from 12 other sectors 

 30% of firms have a global footprint; 22% national; 12% London; 36% local 

 57% of respondents are Chair/CEO; 30% other C-Suite roles 



 90% responding for their UK firm as a whole 

 31% of respondents are based in London; 69% elsewhere in the UK 

DIFFUSION INDICES 

Diffusion indices have been used to summarizing the survey findings. If a greater number of the 

series are rising than are declining, the index will be above 50; if fewer are rising than declining, it 

will be below 50. In effect, a diffusion index measures the degree to which either strength or 

weakness pervades the sector.  

ACTIVITY 41 x SME firms 30 x larger firms 

Excluding seasonal variations, do you consider your 
firm’s present level of activity to be normal? 

56.7 48.3 

In the next twelve months, what level of activity do 
you expect for your firm? 

64.0 57.5 

 

REVENUES 
In general, how likely is: 

41 x SME firms 30 x larger firms 

Your FIRM to experience growth in revenues/ 
turnover in the coming year? 

67.7 55.0 

Your SECTOR to experience growth in revenues/ 
turnover in the coming year? 

59.1 51.7 

Your FIRM to experience growth in revenues/ 
turnover in the coming three years? 

66.5 71.7 

Your SECTOR to experience growth in revenues/ 
turnover in the coming three years? 

56.7 60.8 

 

INVESTMENT  
What are your firm's investment expectations over 
the next twelve months for:  

41 x SME firms 30 x larger firms 

Leadership and management training 63.0 56.3 

Technical training 61.0 55.4 

Workplace environment 59.6 52.0 

Marketing 65.4 52.7 

Technology 71.9 71.6 

 

HEADCOUNT 
What are your firm's headcount expectations over 
the next twelve months for: 

41 x SME firms 30 x larger firms 

Leader and management team 52.2 49.0 

Client-facing advisers 63.3 61.1 

Business services and support 55.5 47.9 

 
 

PRIORITIES 
Rank up to five activities by priority to facilitate 
growth over the next twelve months: 

41 x SME firms 30 x larger firms 

Current 
rank 

Expected 
to alter in 

priority 

Current 
rank 

Expected 
to alter in 

priority 

Develop/maintain a clear purpose and strategy 1 72.4 1 68.1 

Develop the skills and capabilities of your people 2 75.0 3 74.1 

Develop the commerciality of your people 3 77.8 5 69.8 



Increase operational efficiency 4 72.8 1 77.8 

Exploit niche opportunities 5 69.1 9 58.6 

Increase use of technology 6 75.7 4 78.4 

Develop new services 6 64.9 7 65.2 

Alter your business model to take advantage of 
technological and cognitive developments 

8 68.6 7 69.2 

Increase profile through thought leadership 9 68.4 12 61.6 

Differentiate the brand 10 73.0 5 68.1 

 

CONSTRAINTS 
Rank up to five constraints on growth over the next 
twelve months: 

41 x SME firms 30 x larger firms 

Current 
rank 

Impact of 
adverse 
change 

Current 
rank 

Impact of 
adverse 
change 

Political uncertainty (eg Brexit) 1 80.9 1 84.5 

Fee pressures 2 71.9 2 71.6 

Poor economic outlook 3 75.7 4 77.6 

Margin erosion 4 68.8 3 68.8 

Regulatory pressures 5 61.3 5 65.2 

Lack of skills or talent 6 61.4 9 59.8 

Late payment by clients 7 61.3 6 61.1 

Employee turnover 7 58.9 7 57.1 

Lack of client instructions 9 64.5 8 60.7 

Difficulty in accessing capital 10 57.0 12 53.6 

 

SUMMARY MESSAGES TO GOVERNMENT 
Q  What is the one thing that government could do either to facilitate your firm's growth or to 
alleviate the constraint with the highest impact on your firm's growth? 
 
Analysis of verbatim responses identifies the following core issues: 
1. Clarity on Brexit, particularly with regard to access to markets and movement of people 
2. Easing of tax regime/ structures/ complexities 
3. Commitment to infrastructure investment 
4. Reduction in burden of red tape to SMEs, particularly in relation to procurement processes.  
 

  



 

DETAILED MESSAGES TO GOVERNMENT 

SME Firms 

 Ensure timely ratification of the unitary patent agreement, with UK remaining as a member 
post-Brexit 

 lessen the red tape around procurement, it is such a lengthy and time consuming, resource 
sapping process that smaller dynamic businesses cannot afford to tender. 

 Reduce political uncertainty by getting to agreement on what brexit means and negotiating 
an outcome that is no worse for Britain in Europe and outcomes with other nations that are 
better. The problem is the time to do this does leave uncertainty out there and the danger is 
of entering a "lost decade" 

 Give certainty to our clients through a transitional arrangement of at least five years while a 
longer deal can be negotiated with the EU. This transitional arrangement would ideally be as 
put forward in the Continental Partnership of the Bruegel Group- i.e. membership of the 
Single Market, contribution to the EU budget, minor constraints on freedom of movement, 
joint defence and security, UK not to be a member of the supra-national institutions of the 
EU, and the UK having consultative but no voting rights. 

 Provide democratic leadership affecting the whole country rather than executive 
management focused only on the survival of the Conservative government and the success 
of the South East. 

 Reverse the Brexit decision. 
 Send out a clear message that maintaining free trade and supply of labour will be a priority 

in the Brexit negotiations 
 Present a confident, optimistic, technologically progressive and open face to the world 

despite the obvious complexities of negotiating a smooth Brexit. 
 Cap fees for employment agents who, in many cases, are creating unsustainable 

employment cost levels resulting in staff churn. 
 Achieve economic stability to allow for confidence by individuals and companies to invest in 

the future. 
 Reverse the decision to exit the EU. 
 Negotiate the best possible deal for UK business and professional services specifically, 

providing urgently needed stability and certainty. 
 Accelerate the Brexit process so that we cqn properly assess the likely impact and plan 

accordingly. 
 Remove uncertainty over Brexit effects asap. Clients appear to be holding onto Capital 

spend. 
 Leave us alone! 
 Allow the same treatment of employee share schemes for law practices as for 

manufacturing so that we can give the employees a stake in the success and growth of the 
business without them suffering the risk with us of an adverse treatment of the employee 
share option scheme. Also facilitate capital availability for small but ambitious businesses 

 Ditch the mantra "Brexit means Brexit" and announce their Top 10 objectives within the 
upcoming negotiation. 

 Ensure that professionals can continue to practice in the European countries in which they 
are currently entitled to practice, and ensure the continuation of free trade in services 
within Europe. 

 Ensure ministers understand a great deal more about business and prioritise long-term 
economic growth rather than indulge in initiatives driven by dogma and inadequate 
evidence of effectiveness. 

 Provide more clarity on post brexit world 
 Increase public spending on education 



 Greater access to growth capital, reduction of business tax burden, facilitation of easier 
more streamlined export opportunities, infrastructure and incentives 

 Help make funding affordable and available and also consider offering tax credits to law 
firms for R&D expenditure so that it levels he playing field with organisations that have a 
corporate structure, 

 - reverse Brexit decision - maintain freedom of labor visit CET 
 Ensure UK patent and trade mark attorneys retain rights to practice before the European 

Designs and Trademark office after Brexit 
 Access to capital with smart people making quick decisions and spending wisely 
 Make absolutely clear what their priorities are for Brexit, how the process will be managed, 

and whether Brexit does actually mean Brexit, and if it does mean Brexit, what Brexit means! 
 Reduction of business rates to free capital for investment A Brexit deal which maintains the 

UK and London as places to do business 
 I think that we need clarity about the future, particularly around the rights of the members 

of staff we employ who are not from the UK. 
 Tax reliefs e.g. Annual Investment allowances for growing professional services firms and 

clearer direction on Brexit plans. 
 Resolve brexit uncertainties asap 
 Provide a predictable route through Brexit to avoid the inertia that comes form uncertianty 
 Decrease corporation tax to 15%. 
 Consider a review of the increase in business rates for SME in London - it is a considerable 

cost to our business with direct impact on our considerations for being able to operate with 
profit. 

 Invest more in infrastructure 
 Two things: - Require prompt payment of suppliers bills by everyone or automatic interest to 

be applied. - Understand that governance is supposed to be about tracking whether you are 
delivering your strategy, tear up the Emperor's Clothes nonsense of excess metrics and tick 
box regulation - greatly streamline so 20% of admin covers the 80% of situations, and then 
have Principles to hold leaders to account and which will capture the other failings. 

 Sort Brexit out as soon as possible to remove the clouds of uncertainty and give clarity on 
market opportunities. 

 Drive confidence in the economy 
 Keep Britain in the single market. 
 Work out whatever it is that it thinks it is going to do about Brexit 

 Remain in the Single Market. 
 

Larger Firms 

 Provide clarity and joined up leadership on Brexit strategy. Reduce the top rate of SDLT and 
the premium for second homes. Both these are reducing market activity and reducing 
government tax revenues as a result. Maintain the attractiveness of the UK to overseas 
investors by clamping down on xenophobia. 

 Provide certainty as quickly as possible - no hard Brexit 
 Provide clarity and direction on UK investment and European relationships and trade. 

Quickly and clearly resolve uncertainty around leaving the EU. Maintain levels of public 
sector investment. 

 Focus on providing some certainty around the Brexit situation- 2 years of lack of clarity on 
this with a declining economy make the operating environment extremely difficult and will 
result in reduced investment in the sector. 

 Manage the Brexit change as effectively as possible. Maintaining as much trading and people 
access to the EU as possible. 

 The internal view - Reduce payroll taxes so that we can give our folks a better pay rise 
instead. The market view - Have a pensions and long term savings policy that is truly long 



term - a pensions and savings strategy in the same way that government is forming an 
industrial strategy. 

 The government could significantly reduce taxes for the North Sea oil and gas industry to 
make it more cost effective for companies to develop their assets. This will regenerate the 
industry which is suffering from a commodity price reduction, with no foreseeable bounce 
coming in the underlying price of oil. 

 As much certainty as possible around the implications of Brexit 
 Ensure that Brexit has least negative impact on the UK economy overall. 
 Clarity over future UK relationship with the EU 
 Re Property Consultancy , review stamp duty tiers as had a significant negative impact on 

Residential Agency Market above £1 million especially in London . Adopt a less hostile view 
of private landlords with regard to stamp duty and tax treatment as this is acting a s a 
disincentive to investing in the rental market and leading to higher less affordable rents. 
Look to streamline planning , allow more flexibility to local authorities to borrow to build 
social housing to rent protected from the right to buy. 

 The Scottish Govt could rule out an independence referendum. 
 provide certainty on Brexit 
 Encourage longer term investment horizons in professional partnerships by allowing income 

tax relief for monies retained in the business out of annual profits as investment capital or 
fixed capital 

 Ensure there is continued free access to the single market for all UK business and no 
restraint on the freedom of labour either into or from the UK [plus a sensible, sustainable 
energy policy which ensures continued investment into the sector]. 

 Keep the UK open to foreign investors and wealthy people who want to come and live here. 
 Withdraw the punitive proposals designed to deny access to justice for injured people, 

destroy law firms in the sector and reward the insurance industry 
 Improve the ability to export services in a post Brexit UK. Invest in education to help develop 

talent for the future 
 Uncertainty surrounding Brexit must not be allowed to dominate the markets. 
 We believe that a ‘new economy’ is needed which is not over-reliant on any one sector or 

region but which makes the most of Britain’s talents, skills and entrepreneurialism across 
the entire country. It is an economy which, despite Brexit, is outward looking and helps its 
home grown businesses expand abroad. And it is an economy which puts the UK’s high-
growth - but difficult to characterise entrepreneurially spirited - mid-sized businesses at the 
heart of its thinking; businesses which we feel are overlooked and undervalued by many of 
today’s policy makers. By encouraging and developing the UK's economic engine, the 
government will provide us with a fertile economy in which to grow ad develop our firm. 

 Invest even more in infrastructure. If I am allowed a second, it would be to end the political 
uncertainty as quickly as possible by agreeing an interim settlement with the EU. 

 Trigger Article 50 so there is some certainty around timing of Brexit 
 Commit to firm pipeline of time-bound opportunities 
 Reduce economic and political uncertainty by being much clearer to the country and its 

people about Government's economic objectives of their Brexit plans. At least if business 
knows even in broad terms what government is hoping to achieve from its negotiations with 
Europe (and clear also on free or restricted movement of people), then business can at least 
begin to make plans, however tentative those plans might have to be. But this may be a pipe 
dream because it seems party (and populous) politics and politicians are quite willing to put 
at risk the economic future of the whole country and its people. Extraordinary times. 

 Take the opportunity to consider how some of our key systems need to operate for the 
future success of the UK - too much time, money and energy is invested in patching up 
flawed systems (from financial services to infrastructure) and this is a drag on productivity 



and growth. Some bold thinking is needed now to reset the UK for its new and different 
place in the world. 

 clarity on brexit and in particular rules around immigration/non uk nationals 
 Stable tax environment, particularly reduction in complexity 
 Continue to support Uk business, SMEs, innovation, entrepreneurial development, be clear 

on brexit impact to reduce uncertainty 
 Support reform of the legal services market (which is needed) as opposed to the throwing 

open the gates to all. Competition is healthy yes but the profession has an enviable 
reputation across the globe and we are in danger of losing that and with it the income that 
such a reputation brings to these shores. The rule of law and the quality standards are 
already being attacked and some of what is now available in the market place as "legal 
advice" is shocking. 

 Ensure that we have full access to the European Market for both trade and recruitment of 
skilled staff 

 


