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“ Failing to understand someone, begging
their pardon three times and then just
nodding and smiling.”

Rob Temple, ‘Very British Problems: Making Life Awkward for Ourselves, One Rainy Day at a Time’

As British businesses reflect on the strength of ties with international trade partners, prompted by
the historic Brexit vote, they are in a very strong position to widen their influence beyond the EU.
As your organisation looks to expand in the world’s fifth largest economy, and seeks to define its role
in Europe, being ready to negotiate, communicate and build profitable business relationships with
the British will enable your success.
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Head of
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The UK is one of the most
entrepreneurial and inventive
countries in the world, however,
as business people we are
sometimes fearful of being too
enthusiastic, and while that
works within our borders, it can
be less successful in overseas
markets. Helping our clients
appreciate how to localise their
approaches so their products and
services shine overseas, or with
their inbound partners, is what
makes my job so rewarding. The
variety of companies keen
to trade with our clients
continues to grow unabated, and
I take great delight in extending
their successes.

Top Tips for Working with the British
Building your company’s reputation in the UK depends on being able to build and keep business
relationships. Here are some top tips to ensure you and your teams make the most of your British pursuits:
Don’t stand so close to me.
Respecting personal space
is important in the culture,
perhaps due in part to the
population density and
crowded nature
of its cities. Keeping your
distance – physically and
emotionally – until intimacy is
built is the best approach.
Shall we set up a meeting?
Including a wide variety of
stakeholders in meetings is
the norm so people feel they’re
participating and their opinions
are valued. Preparation before
meetings is minimal in favour of

spontaneity and improvisation
since over-engineering the
agenda or flow can feel
manipulative or controlling.
Despite this, you will be
expected to be polished,
primed and prepared.
Devil’s Advocate
While pitching or presenting
to your British counterparts,
they will expect to save their
questions until the end. Ideas
that are radical or new are
often seen with suspicion in
this conservative business
culture. Make sure therefore to
pre-emptively demonstrate you

have considered these and
what actions will make your
proposal workable.
It’s about time
Schedules and appointment
times are typically respected,
as are project deadlines. While
UK private sector executives
typically work 40-60 hour
weeks, those in the public
sector work shorter hours
regulated by their unions
and EU directives. 28 days of
annual paid holiday time is
statutory in the UK for white
collar professionals, regardless
of seniority.

Price of
a beer:
Birmingham, UK:

$4.74

Birmingham, Canada:

$4.88
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1 litre of petrol
Belfast:

£1.18
Brisbane:

£0.79

5-Star hotel
accommodation
Manchester

US$226
Beijing:

US$130

Office life

Experience on-the-ground
“Smaller flats mean smaller bikes”
As our latest range of exercise bikes
with bright, fluorescent colours had
just been launched with international
markets in mind, we were excited to
learn from our new UK sales rep that
the market for exercise bikes in the
UK was strong.
We shipped our first 250 to get
started. What we didn’t expect was
asurprise phone call from our sells
rep after selling the first 100 to
a major sporting goods retailer.
“I’m afraid, the bikes have a few
problems” she told me, “as they
can’t be folded and stored easily.

The colours are also seen as a bit too
bold for this market”.
After learning more about the average
size of flats in major UK cities, it then
started to make sense. Had we known
this at the beginning, we probably
would have designed a range just for
UK and other European retailers.
Luckily, we were able to make a
design 8 months later that folded and
was available in muted colours, since
then we’ve been doing well with that
model in the UK.

Managing Performance
Most UK businesses use psychometric
tools, mentoring and/or coaching for
their more senior executives. In addition,
360-degree feedback, reverse-mentoring
(a junior professional mentoring a more
senior one) and annual performance
appraisals are common processes for
most British companies. Sabbaticals
after several years of service are
increasingly used to retain and develop
senior executives.
Diversity/Inclusion
As UK companies increasingly embrace
a more diverse workforce including
LGBTQ, the legal frameworks are
also moving with the times including
a recent landmark case on pension
privileges for same sex married couples.
As for the gender pay gap, while at
nearly 10%, the trend line shows this is
gradually narrowing.
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Meals and entertaining
Going to the pub after work with
colleagues is a common and important
way for business to get done and
relationships cemented. Breakfast
meetings are much less preferred to
dinners as long commutes from home
are typical. Business meals are generally
relaxed and informal, though attention is
paid to table manners as a clue to social
class and level of education.
Communication
British communications are indirect,
understated and inferred, with the
intention that the listener will draw the
right conclusion without having to make it
explicit. Learning to listen for the meaning
in what is unsaid is a skill that comes after
many years of practice for those not born
or raised in the UK.

Want to know more?
For specific details of the UK legal, tax, labour,
finance sectors and other aspects of the
economy, why not read our Doing Business
in the UK country guide.

