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Survey background

To gather the data for this report, we conducted an online survey of 691 owner 
managed businesses between 10 November and 16 December 2016. The findings 
within this whitepaper represent the views of 96 retail and wholesale respondents – 
primarily chief executives, managing directors or partners.
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Foreword

Owner managed businesses (OMBs) in 
the retail and wholesale sector seem to 
have lost confidence this year, reflecting 
political and economic uncertainties in 
the UK and internationally.
 
Having enjoyed better than expected 
performance in 2016, unfortunately 
growth in sales has not led to increased 
profitability due to the weak buying power 
of the pound and rising costs of imports 
which has increased pressure on margins. 
The additional concerns of rising wage 
and pension costs as well as wider cost 
increases, are mostly likely the cause for a 
slump in confidence across the sector.
 

Despite challenges however, retail and 
wholesale businesses continue to aim for 
differentiation in a crowded market. 
Success lies in product and service 
innovation as well as seizing available 
opportunities. This outlook has made 
their lesser confidence about the 
short-term future in this year’s survey 
more notable.
 
Retail and wholesale business owners find 
their strength in developing and launching 
new products and services in a rapidly 
changing market, and we look forward to 
working with continually innovative 
companies in the future.
 
Gareth Jones
Partner
Head of Retail & Wholesale
gareth.jones@moorestephens.com
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Confidence in 2017

Retail and wholesale OMBs are among the 
least confident businesses in this year’s 
survey. Only just over half (51%) are confident 
about the general outlook for 2017, 
compared to 59% of all OMBs surveyed. 

They are also less confident about hitting 
revenue and profit targets: 63% of retail and 
wholesale OMBs expect to hit their revenue 
targets for 2017 (compared to 69% of OMBs 
overall) and just 49% are confident about 
hitting profit targets (compared to 59% of  
all OMBs).  

Less than half of retail and wholesale OMBs 
(49%) expect their business to perform better 
in 2017 than it did in 2016, well down on the 
overall survey group (59%). However, one 
reason for the difference in sentiment here 
may be due to the fact that many retail and 
wholesale OMBs did relatively well in 2016: 
46% said their businesses did better than 
expected in 2016, compared to 40% of all 
OMBs surveyed. One respondent summed up 
the thoughts of many in their aspirations for 
2017: “In the light of increased costs the 
main aspiration would be to achieve and 
maintain the good year we have just had.”

Concerns about rising costs are most likely to 
be driving down confidence in the short-term. 
As well as rising wage and pension costs, 
retail and wholesale businesses are suffering 
from the rising cost of imports due to the 
weak pound. While some of these cost 
increases may be passed on to customers, 
this is not always possible – at least not 
straight away. In addition, retailers and 
wholesalers tend to be particularly worried 
about consumer confidence. With so much 
economic and political uncertainty nationally 
and internationally, consumers might decide 
at any time to rein back their spending. 

Intriguingly, although (as we highlight later) 
retail and wholesale OMBs appear less 
worried about Brexit than OMBs generally 
(and even relatively supportive of it), they are 
also more likely to have already felt some 
negative impact: 48% said the Brexit vote had 
had a negative effect on their business 
(compared to 35% overall). 
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Strategies in 2017

Despite their relatively low optimism, retail 
and wholesale OMBs are more likely than 
OMBs generally to be launching new 
products and services this year – 52% say 
they are certain or very likely to do so, 
compared to 44% of OMBs overall. Over half 
(51%) plan to expand their UK customer base 
(in line with overall survey results), while 42% 
expect to develop new products and services 
(again roughly in line with the overall survey).

However, retail and wholesale OMBs are 
cautious about spending on some other 
areas. For example, only 34% are likely or 
certain to invest in staff training in 2017 
(compared to 44% of OMBs overall) and only 
25% plan to invest in technology and IT 
(compared to 31% of OMBs overall).

Around a quarter (26%) of retail and 
wholesale OMBs plan to reduce costs and 
overheads as part of their strategy for 2017 
(comparable to the 25% of all OMBs 
intending to do so). Given the relatively low 
confidence shown by retail and wholesale 
OMBs in hitting profit targets this year, 
greater focus on cost reduction might have 
been expected. However, OMBs across all 
sectors have been working to improve 

efficiencies for some years now. Many will 
have little fat left to trim, although ongoing 
projects to improve processes could help to 
protect the bottom line. One respondent 
noted that their aspirations for the year 
ahead are: “To grow sales, increase margin. 
To make efficiencies, especially in working 
practices and reduce labour costs and 
intensity of our work. To use technology, 
especially a delivery platform to satisfy the 
ever-demanding consumers.” 

Another respondent had similar aims: 
“Increase revenue and margins by 
implementing tighter sales process control.” 
Retail and wholesale OMBs are slightly more 
likely than OMBs overall to be planning some 
supply chain restructuring (14% compared to 
10%). Such activity may be particularly 
important for importers seeking to react to the 
weak pound pushing up the cost of imported 
goods. Importers could look to find new, lower 
cost sources – including turning to UK 
suppliers where appropriate. In addition, closer 
relationships between participants in the 
supply chain can help to improve outcomes  
in terms of not only price, but also quality, 
delivery times and product development.
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Our aspirations are to improve and 
grow; to strengthen our position 
as No1 in our sector; to roll out 
our lifestyle culture programme 
throughout the company and to 
enhance our brand strength and 
awareness.
Martyn Page
Angling Direct Ltd
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Concerns in 2017

As we found to be the case for OMBs 
generally, the economic environment is a big 
concern for retail and wholesale OMBs this 
year. Two-thirds (66%) are concerned about 
the strength of the UK economy, reflecting 
the fact that that majority (63%) generate no 
export sales. Their UK focus is also reflected 
in the relatively high proportion expressing 
concern about domestic competition (55%, 
compared to 40% of OMBs overall).

Given the global nature of business today, 
however, many OMBs do import goods –  
a situation underpinning the survey finding 
that 66% of retail and wholesale OMBs are 
concerned about fluctuating exchange rates. 
As noted earlier, the weak pound has 
increased the cost of imports. Fluctuating 
exchange rates also make it harder for OMBs 
to plan ahead – one factor perhaps 
contributing to reduced confidence in 
meeting profit targets this year.

One respondent commented that their 
aspirations are “to create a more efficiently-
run business, raising profile of the business 
particularly in the UK and expanding the 
offering to remain competitive.”

Retail and wholesale OMBs are slightly less 
concerned about the economic impact of 
Brexit than OMBs generally (57% expressing 
concern, compared to 62% overall). This 

reflects their lesser export activity, although 
import tariffs, if a result of any Brexit deal, 
would again push up costs. Retail and 
wholesale OMBs are also more in agreement 
with the Brexit vote outcome than OMBs in 
general (40% in agreement, compared to  
32% overall). 

When asked about their business-related 
concerns, extracting profits from the 
business emerged top of the rankings for 
retail and wholesale OMBs this year: 42% 
identified this as a concern (as did 38% of 
OMBs overall). Such concerns reflect the rise 
in the dividend tax rate and expanded scope 
of profits subject to dividend tax.

Retail and wholesale OMBs are slightly less 
worried than OMBs generally about a 
shortage of skilled staff: this is a concern for 
40% (compared to 43% of OMBs overall). 
However, retail and wholesale OMBs are 
more worried about staff costs than OMBs 
generally: 35% expressed concern about an 
increase in the national minimum wage 
(compared to 17% of OMBs overall), 
reflecting the fact that many OMBs in the 
sector employ staff at the lower end of the 
wage scale. In addition, 27% of retail and 
wholesale OMBs expressed concern about 
pensions auto enrolment (compared to 17% 
overall). 
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We always look to improve on what we have achieved and always like to 
increase turnover which would be expected of any business, I think next 
year has a slight feel of uncertainty to it, to which we have no control, there's 
definitely more challenging times ahead for the UK as a whole.
Darren Coates  
Wessex Fleet
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Our solutions

Our in-depth understanding of the challenges facing retail and wholesale OMBs 
allows us to deliver focused accounting and advisory solutions, both locally  
and globally.

42% have concerns regarding extracting profits from  
the business
Having a robust plan in place for extracting profits from your business is key to 
ensuring that you are rewarded and benefit financially from its continued success. 
We support you to better understand the range of options available and provide 
solutions that will allow you to protect your wealth.

32% identify the business tax environment as a risk
OMBs face an increased burden with regards to reporting on their tax affairs, all 
whilst managing risks and opportunities effectively. We help you to ensure that 
you have made the correct disclosures, advise you on efficient structures to 
manage commercial and tax risks, and assist you in optimising tax reliefs.

42% are very likely or certain to develop new products or services
Businesses who are investing in new technologies and innovation may qualify for 
R&D tax relief; not only are 42% of retails looking to develop but 52% are looking to 
launch products or services this year. We have extensive experience in assisting 
companies identify qualifying projects and have successfully helped companies 
claim over £200 million in R&D tax relief. 
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27% identified cyber security and data privacy as a key concern
It is imperative that as the deadline for compliance with the EU General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) approaches in May 2018, retailers must seek 
advice from specialists on how best to educate, architect and assure all aspects 
of their IT systems. In addition, the risk of your business suffering from a 
cyber-attack or data breach rises in line with advancements in technology, so take 
steps to ensure that your IT systems and data processes are secure, resilient and 
fit for purpose.

40% view a shortage of skilled staff as a business concern
There are a range of tax approved share schemes that will allow you to incentivise 
your employees, and ensure they are rewarded for contributing to the success of 
your business. Our team can help you decide which option is best for your 
business, assist in the design process and advise on all aspects of valuations, tax 
implications and employment and capital gains tax treatment.

88% of businesses have at least one owner aged over 50
Our retail & wholesale team helps clients analyse the options available to them 
when selling or handing on the reins of their business. We know how much 
importance OMBs place on the future of their business, and we look to find a 
strategy that best suits each owner. This may include selling to a competitor, your 
management team, private equity or passing the business to a family member. 
We also help our clients get into the best position to sell.



Moore Stephens in the UK 
Moore Stephens is the UK’s 9th largest 

independent accounting and consulting 

network, comprising over 1,300 partners and 

staff in 34 locations.

Our objective is simple: to be viewed by 

clients as the first point-of-contact for all their 

financial, advisory and compliance needs. We 

achieve this by providing sensible advice and 

tailored solutions to help clients achieve their 

commercial and personal goals.

Clients have access to a range of core and 

specialist services including audit and tax 

compliance, business and personal tax, trust 

and estate planning, wealth management, IT 

consultancy, governance and risk, business 

support and outsourcing, corporate finance, 

corporate recovery and forensic accounting.

Our success stems from our industry focus, 

which enables us to provide an innovative and 

personal service to our clients in our niche 

markets. Specialist sectors include charities & 

not-for-profit, education, energy & mining, 

family offices, financial services, healthcare, 

hotels & leisure, insurance, pensions, 

professional practices, public sector, real 

estate, shipping, social housing, sports and 

technology & media.

Contact information
If you would like further information on any item within this 
report please contact us.

www.moorestephens.co.uk/south

Moore Stephens (South) are members of Moore Stephens International Limited, a worldwide network of independent firms. MSIL 
and its member firms are legally distinct and separate entities. Moore Stephens (South) LLP and Moore Stephens (Guildford) LLP are 
registered to carry out audit work in the UK and Ireland and regulated for a range of investment business activities by the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales. DPS35451 April 2017

About Moore Stephens
Moore Stephens is a top ten 
accounting and advisory network, 
with offices throughout the UK and 
member firms across the globe.

Our clients range from individuals 
and entrepreneurs, to large 
organisations and complex 
international businesses. We 
partner with them, support their 
aspirations and contribute to their 
success. In-depth understanding of 
our clients allows us to deliver 
focused accounting and advisory 
solutions, both locally and globally.

Clients have access to bespoke 
services and solutions, including 
audit and assurance, business 
support and outsourcing, payroll 
and employers’ support, business 
and personal tax, governance and 
risk, corporate finance, forensic 
accounting, wealth management, 
IT consultancy, and restructuring 
and insolvency.

Our success stems from our 
industry focus, which enables us to 
provide an innovative and personal 
service to our clients in a range  
of sectors.

Moore Stephens globally 
Moore Stephens International is  
a top ten global accountancy and 
consulting network, headquartered 
in London. With fees of over 
US$2.74 billion and offices in 108 
countries, clients have access to the 
resources and capabilities to meet 
their global needs.

By combining local expertise and 
experience with the breadth of  
our UK and worldwide networks, 
clients can be confident that, 
whatever their requirement, Moore 
Stephens provides the right 
solution to their local, national  
and international needs.

Chichester  

Andrew Henshaw 

T: 01243 531600
andrew.henshaw@moorestephens.com

Guildford 

Chris Goodwin 

T: 01483 538881
chris.goodwin@moorestephens.com

Isle of Wight 

Sue Lucas 

T: 01983 825000
sue.lucas@moorestephens.com

Salisbury 

Andrew Coldwell 

T: 01722 335182
andrew.coldwell@moorestephens.com

Southampton 

Stuart Datlen 

T: 023 8033 0116
stuart.datlen@moorestephens.com


