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About the  
Commission: 
The Global Britain Commission brings together some 
of theUnited Kingdom’s (UK)’s most forward-thinking 
and outward-looking businesses with a mission to help 
define, shape and make a success of ‘Global Britain’. 
We want to help Government drive forward their Global 
Britain agenda.

Officially launched in October 2021, the Commission 
aims to set out a blueprint for Government on how 
best to harness and deliver the economic aspects of 
Global Britain, to build a stronger and more resilient 
economy, create jobs, reach net zero and level up our 
country.

The Global Britain Commission will work with policy 
and trade experts from professional and legal services 
to ports and transport, innovation and energy to 
construction and manufacturing to help ensure that 
the Government has the right policies and strategies 
in place to deliver Global Britain and make maximum 
returns for UK plc. 

The Commission will run for twelve months from 
launch and over the course of the year will publish 
three reports, of which this is the first. The second 
report will delve into the UK’s strengths on the world 
stage in a competitive global economy - what are we 
good at as a country, where we need to focus our 
economy, and how we should set ourselves up to 
maximise our prosperity. The final report in the series 
will provide recommendations aimed at delivering 
Global Britain and how government and business can 
work together to make it a success.

This first report aims to uncover what “Global Britain” 
means to business, what factors make it so important 
to business and why this policy is fundamental to the 
future of the UK, both on a domestic and global level. 
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Introduction:

Although the UK has left the EU, the direction of travel 
for post-Brexit Britain is still not completely clear. Part 
of the reason for this is that there were two competing 
(some might say mutually exclusive) elements within 
the Leave movement. 

One group simply wanted to leave the EU because it 
was “too foreign” and, for them, retaking control of our 
laws, money and borders was an end in itself. The act 
of leaving was the completion of their agenda. 

For others, including myself, although the constitutional 
reasons for leaving were paramount, there was also a 
feeling that the EU was too restrictive for the UK in a 
globalised era. For them, exiting the EU was the starting 
point of the process, not the end. It is essential that 
this outward looking, ambitious agenda becomes the 
dominant political strain if the UK is to fulfil its global 
potential. 

The government’s Integrated Review ‘Global Britain in 
a Competitive Age: the Integrated Review of Security, 
Defence, Development and Foreign Policy’ set out 

how it saw the global security and foreign policy 
opportunities and challenges but many of us felt that 
too little attention was paid to the economic agenda, 
including trade and investment, and how a post-EU 
Britain could increase national prosperity by utilising 
and supercharging our natural advantages. This was 
largely the genesis of the Global Britain Commission. 

The UK remains one of the world’s top destinations 
for inward investment for well defined reasons; a well 
understood and respected legal system; a skilled 
workforce with relatively (at least in a European context) 
liberal labour laws; some of the world’s top universities, 
open to business collaboration; a stable regulatory 
environment; moderate taxation policy; a vibrant 
tech sector; good IP protection and a creative and 
innovative environment for business start-ups. 

All these elements form a sound basis for future 
prosperity if we take full advantage of these factors 
and develop our competitive advantages further. As a 
huge services producer and exporter we offer many of 
the products that developing countries will require to 
develop their economic and social capacities. 

This Commission does not set out to criticise 
government policy but to lift horizons and recognise 
just how great the prize for Global Britain might be if 
ambitious free market policies are followed at home 
and abroad. It seeks to give a full voice to industry and 
commerce. It is, after all, business not government who 
will provide the jobs, exports and tax receipts on which 
the success of our country and the quality of life of our 
people will depend. 

The Rt Hon Dr Liam Fox MP 
Chair of the Global Britain Commission 
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Executive summary: 
This first report of the Global Britain Commission aims 
to define what Global Britain means for business largely 
in response to the Integrated Review (IR), a policy paper 
which remains the most comprehensive published 
account of the government’s “Global Britain” agenda 
to date, but which failed to articulate to business 
how it can help deliver this flagship policy. This report 
also seeks to explain why Global Britain matters, the 
economic aspects that underpin the UK’s prosperity 
and success as a global trading nation, and what 
benefits the successful delivery of this policy could 
bring. 

What Global Britain means for business can, broadly, 
be grouped into four themes: infrastructure and 
connectivity; openness, trade and foreign direct 
investment; innovation and R&D and; human talent. 
We set out why these are so important to business 
and the Global Britain agenda and how these may 
change in the future. Now that we have left the 
European Union and begin to recover from the global 
Covid-19 pandemic it is imperative that government 
provides business with the conditions necessary to 
deliver Global Britain in an increasingly competitive 
global environment. 

For instance, the global decarbonisation challenge 
presents an unprecedented opportunity for the UK to 
bring leading new clean energy technologies to the 
world stage if investment in the technologies of the 
future are ruthlessly prioritised. Yet, the UK is ranked a 
lowly 17th in the world for R&D investment per capita 
when compared to 38 OECD countries. Doing things 
better as a country also helps the world solve global 
problems. 

Not only is Global Britain a vital basis on which to build 
new relationships with the growing markets of the 
future that will be central to the UK’s economic success, 
but it also deeply matters domestically too. This report 
highlights areas the Government must focus on when 
delivering the Global Britain agenda: international trade 
and prosperity; levelling up and; meeting net zero. To 
be successful, the Global Britain agenda must ensure 
that each and every citizen benefits from the increased 
prosperity a truly Global Britain can bring. This report 
finds that were the exports of goods from the Northern 
regions brought in line with the UK average, the North 
would be exporting £26bn more a year. 

Finally, this report looks into how creating the right 
conditions for trade and investment to thrive in Britain can 
carry some potentially substantial economic benefits. 
Increasing our exports as a country would naturally 
bring about an increase in export-supporting jobs, and 
our analysis estimates that 11.6 jobs are supported 
for every £1m of exports. We have modelled potential 
benefits to the UK economy across exports; foreign 
direct investment; R&D investment and; venture capital 
investment. These findings - the size of the prize - are 
presented in the infographics below. 

Ultimately, the Global Britain Commission believes that 
this agenda represents a real opportunity to do things 
better, more efficiently, more strategically and to tailor 
our economy to our strengths as a nation as well as 
ensuring that we create prosperity right across the UK, 
especially for those who need it most. We aim to set 
out a blueprint for government on how to do this which 
we will explore further in subsequent reports of the 
Commission over the coming year. 

RAISING PER CAPITA EXPORTS OF GOODS AND SERVICES TO THE LEVEL OF GERMANY WOULD MEAN 
AN ADDITIONAL £474BN OF UK EXPORTS ANNUALLY.

THIS £474BN EXPORT BOOST COULD CREATE UP TO 5.5M EXPORT-SUPPORTING JOBS. JOBS WHICH 
ARE 7% HIGHER PAYING THAN THE UK AVERAGE.

THE UK HAS THE NINETEENTH HIGHEST RATE OF OUTWARD FDI PER CAPITA IN THE OECD. RAISING THIS 
TO MATCH FRANCE’S LEVEL WOULD EQUATE TO AN ADDITIONAL £33BN OF FDI OUTFLOW PER YEAR.

WE WOULD SEE AN EXTRA £61BN OF R&D INVESTMENT IF WE RAISE INVESTMENT LEVELS PER 
PERSON TO THOSE OF SOUTH KOREA WHICH COULD CREATE UP TO 1.9M JOBS.

RAISING THE UK’S PER PERSON VENTURE CAPITAL INVESTMENT LEVELS TO THAT OF THE UNITED 
STATES WOULD BE EQUIVALENT TO AN ADDITIONAL £19BN OF VC FUNDING ANNUALLY, BOOSTING 
GROWTH AND CREATING JOBS.

The Size of the Prize



global britain  
in context: 
Global Britain is the UK’s flagship foreign policy agenda. 
When Theresa May’s government first coined the 
phrase in 2016 its intention was to set out our ‘place 
in the world’ and project a confident, engaged and 
outward looking nation as a response to the vote to 
leave the European Union and the negative perceptions 
generated in some quarters. This new independence 
was to be leveraged by the strong foundations built 
with partners around the world and our history and 
values as a global trading nation and as the world’s fifth 
largest economy. 

The Government published its Integrated Review (IR)1 
Global Britain in a competitive age in March 2021. It 
sought to add ‘meat to the bone’ of the Global Britain 
agenda aiming to ensure that, in the years ahead, 
the UK is ‘stronger, safer and more prosperous while 
standing up for our values’2. To achieve this it brought 
together the UK’s security, diplomacy, foreign and 
defence thinking under the single banner of “Global 
Britain”. 

The IR, while referencing prosperity, was notably light 
in the attention it gave to Britain’s external economic 
relations. Whilst mentioning trade 133 times and 
marking a shift in effort and relations towards the 
Indo-Pacific, East Africa and the Middle East it fails to 
specify how the government will work with and enable 
business to take advantage of this shift. As such, much 
of the UK business community is left asking “what 
does global Britain really mean for us?”. This report is 
designed to constructively fill what is widely seen as a 
gap in the Global Britain agenda. 

For example, while the IR set out broad economic 
aims including for the UK to become a Science 
and Tech Superpower and a global services, digital 
and data hub by 2030, specific measures to deliver 
them were in short supply. This matters because UK 
spending in these areas is still significantly below 
several comparator OECD countries and so there is a 
considerable gap to be closed if the ambitious targets 
are to be achieved. Yet our prosperity as a nation is 
dependent upon them. 

“Free trade is the 
engine that drives 
growth and prosperity” 
Anne-Marie Trevelyan, Trade Secretary 

Pivotal to the success of the Global Britain project is 
how the UK can not only maintain but increase its 
economic well-being. As the IR recognises the ‘UK’s 
openness to the flow of trade, capital, data, ideas and 
talent is essential to our long-term prosperity.’ A large 
percentage of this flow for the UK is services trade. 
80% of the UK economic output is accounted for by 
the services industry and the UK is the second largest 
exporter of services globally, almost two-thirds of this 
being digitally delivered. Our openness, especially on 
the digital side, is vital to our economic health. 

Yet, the Foreign Commonwealth and Development Office 
(FCDO), the Whitehall owner of the Global Britain agenda, 
is no more able to create national prosperity than any 
other government department or even government as 
a whole. While the government may act as a facilitator 
for business and wealth creation, there are relatively 
few areas where government action alone can make 
a difference. For example, the government may have a 
facilitation role in improving the country’s exports but only 
the government can negotiate trade agreements which 
may remove barriers to business in bilateral, regional and 
multilateral markets. It is essential that the government 
channels its resources to areas where it can make a 
direct difference and not replicate, at cost, activities that 
are already carried out by the market. 

Indeed, leaving the EU was an opportunity for the UK 
to take stock of where it was in agreement with EU 
legal and regulatory policy and where it could take a 
more free-market and deregulatory position. Having an 
independent trade policy is also an opportunity to help 
bring about change at a multilateral or plurilateral  

80% OF UK 
ECONOMIC OUTPUT 
IS ACCounted for 
by the services 
industry

80%

THE UK is the 
second largest 
exporter of 
services globally, 
almost two-thirds 
of this being 
delivered digitally
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level. It is still unclear what the current political appetite 
may be for the widespread change that the post-Brexit 
environment permits. What is true is that we begin 
from a position of relative strength, economically.

The UK has for some time ranks at or near the top 
of many scales which measure countries based on 
their global attractiveness or competitiveness. EY’s 
latest attractiveness survey - which measures both 
the perception and reality of countries and regions 
desirability as an investment destination - shows that 
investors rank the UK number one in Europe with 
43% citing the UK as the most attractive destination 
for foreign investment in Europe in 2021 with the next 
closest runner being France at 3% and Germany at 
28%. What’s more it states that: ‘41% of respondents 
plan to invest here in the next 12 months, the highest 
rate ever in this research…[and]...a net positive 30% 
expect the UK’s attractiveness to improve over the next 
three years, compared to a net negative 29% in 2020.’3

These are fundamental to the UK economy and how 
our businesses are able to trade and invest, our ability 
to act on the global stage and ultimately our prosperity 
as a nation. The Global Britain policy aim must be to 
maintain the factors which give us global advantages 
and, where possible, make the policy changes which 
improve our position further. 

Despite many great success stories the UK has to 
tell, there are key challenges which must be faced 
and resolved, many of those more recently created 
or perpetuated by the Covid-19 pandemic. On the 
economic side, the UK’s debt-to-GDP ratio stands 
at 154% of GDP, 45 percentage-points higher than 
the OECD average; we are outside the Top Ten world 
rankings of key technology indicators including in digital 
skills and; the UK’s productivity has also stagnated with 
output per hour remaining no higher than it was before 
the 2008 financial crisis. And on the connectivity side, 
the UK’s biggest airport, Heathrow has now lost its  
position as the number one hub in Europe with no 

guarantees that it will regain it. The knock on effects for 
our trade and economic well-being are great. 

In addition, with the eighth highest employment rate in 
the OECD we need to think creatively about how we 
skill and upskill our population to take on the jobs of the 
future. With low productivity, coupled with the relatively 
low levels of investment by UK business compared 
with comparator countries, urgent questions need to 
be asked about the efficiency of the British workforce, 
and the scale of investment required to deliver Global 
Britain. Furthermore, in a global market for talent, 
serious considerations must be given to how the UK 
can attract the necessary talent to achieve our aim to 
be a science and technology superpower by 2030, 
and much more beyond this.

43% CITE the 
UK as the most 
attractive 
destination 
for foreign 
investment in 
Europe

43%

65% EXPECT 
THE UK’S 
ATTRACTIVENESS TO 
IMPROVE OVER THE 
NEXT THREE YEARS

eighth highest 
employment rate 
in the OECD8thTHE UK GOVERNMENT 

WANTS THE COUNTRY 
TO BE A SCIENCE AND 
TECH SUPERPOWER 
BY 2030
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And there are many reasons for this 
including our: 

1. renowned and predictable legal system 
2. relative stability of the regulatory and 

taxation system
3. use of english as the global language of 

business 
4. openness of our economy to business 

and investment
5. optimum time zone for trading with both 

East and West
6. depth of connectivity, both physical and 

digital 
7. preeminence of our academic institutions
8. tolerance to identity
9. cultural and soft power assets
10. access to innovation and R&D

60%



“Few nations are better 
placed to navigate the 
challenges ahead, but we 
must be willing to change 
our approach and adapt to 
the new world emerging 
around us.”
Boris Johnson, Prime Minister 

Of course, an international policy such as Global Britain 
needs to take into account not only the factors that 
make the UK globally competitive but the unavoidable 
forces shaping the globalised era. 

Over the past 30 years the shape of the global 
economy has shifted, with high GDP growth seen in 
parts of Asia, the Middle East and Africa. At the same 
time, GDP in Western Europe and North America 
has undergone comparatively modest growth in 
comparison, shifting the balance of economic power.

Figure 1 illustrates this, showing that the countries with 
the highest average annual GDP growth rates are 
generally concentrated in Asia and East Africa. 

Figure 2, mapping real GDP value in the years 1990 and 
2020, gives additional context to the changing global 
GDP, particularly highlighting the relatively stagnant 
GDP in Western Europe. 

Not only does the UK have to position itself to take 
advantage of the opportunities in those areas of the 
world that are growing fastest but the West must, as a 
whole, tackle the challenges for their own economies 
that this brings. 

Figure 1: Average annual real GDP growth rate, 1990-20204
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FIGURE 2: GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT FOR 1990 COMPARED WITH 2020 (CURRENT US$)5
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As the world grows ever more complex and 
competitive, countries are not necessarily able to 
rely upon dealing with worldwide issues in the same 
way they previously have. The integrated nature of a 
globalised world means that events happening on one 
side of the planet quickly impact on all. The spread 
of Covid-19 virus into a global pandemic is still having 
seismic reverberations. Responses including closing 
borders to the movement of people and protectionist 
trade measures are still being introduced in many 
countries. The global system of integrated supply 
chains saw them hit by the slowing and shutting down 
of manufacturing, the shortage of shipping containers 
and the number of staff absences due to illness with 
some sectors virtually grinding to a halt. 

And we must not forget the global climate crisis. 
The UK is at the forefront of the policy, political and 
technology agendas addressing the impact of global 
temperature rises to 1.2C above their pre-industrial 
levels. Our commitment to become net zero by 2050 
is both ambitious and necessary. Yet we are still to see 
the full impact of these rising temperatures and come 
to a global solution as to how we tackle them rising 
even further. What is clear is that the impact will hit the 
poorest and most vulnerable hardest.

On a geo-political level, the rise of China as an 
economic powerhouse cannot go unnoticed as the 
West struggles to settle on how it treats and interacts 
with a country we ourselves rely on for much of our 
investment and trade in goods. The West’s relationship 
with Russia, not only as an originator of cyber crime 
and misinformation affecting the internal politics of 
many nations, but also as Europe’s main supplier of 
crude oil, natural gas and solid fossil fuels, continues to 
cause concern. Who wins on the global geo-political 
battlefield has profound effects for us all.

What’s more the international environment is becoming 
strained with increasing divisions in wealth, health, 
politics and more both between and within countries. 
These are all issues that need addressing through a 
variety of bilateral, plurilateral and multilateral means. 
This includes harnessing the power of business and 
business relationships the world over to help foster the 
solutions. 

‘In the years ahead, 
countries which establish 
a leading role in critical 
and emerging technologies 
will be at the forefront of 
global leadership.’6 

Global Britain in a Competitive Age: the Integrated 
Review of Security, Defence, Development and 
Foreign Policy, HMG, 2021

Challenges also bring opportunity, a chance for 
renewal and to do things differently and better. Recent 
events such as the coming together of nations of 
the world in Glasgow for COP-26 to help provide 
long-term solutions to the climate change crisis offer 
opportunities for both government and business. 
During COP-26 the Government announced an 
important £210m investment in Rolls Royce’s Small 
Modular Reactor program to help hit net zero more 
quickly, also potentially giving the UK an export 
product worth £2bn each. Similarly, in October the 
government also announced £180m in funding to 
support the development of sustainable aviation fuel 
plants in the UK. 

This public sector money signals to the world the UK’s 
willingness to invest in first of its kind technologies 
as well as the infrastructure needed to deliver them, 
supporting scale-ups in the UK and driving the inward 
investment required to make these the exports of the 
future. The countries who can provide the solutions 
to the climate change crisis - including technological 
advances - seek to benefit considerably in the years 
ahead. We must do more of it, more efficiently and 
attract the private sector investment required to keep 
it going.

Leaving the European Union means the UK has the 
ability to deregulate, diverge from EU rules where 
necessary, and pursue trade and other policies 
in the UK’s national interest. Taking advantage of 
these freedoms can mean better regulation to aid 
competition, a faster and less encumbered flow of 
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Rolls Royce’s Small 
Modular Reactors could 
give the UK an export 
product worth £2bn each 
and help us hit Net Zero



data and the ability to write new rules that define the 
technologies of the generations to come. Technologies 
such as artificial intelligence, quantum computing, 6G 
and blockchain have the power to change the way 
we trade and do business, minimising the frictions that 
cause delay, cost escalations and prohibitive risk. 

At the same time, new technologies and new ways 
of trading require new systems and regulations that 
govern them. This advantage can be augmented by 
improving global networks, including our diplomatic 
network and those areas of trade and development 
where government has a legitimate role to play. Recent 
suggestions that the government may be reducing 
the overseas staff of the Foreign, Commonwealth 
and Development Office would diminish, not improve, 
Britain’s ability to argue its case in key markets and 
provide assistance to British businesses. This is 
especially the case as the UK looks to take advantage 
of the shift in economic power to the East over the next 
century. 

Digital connectivity needs to be seen as having 
the same importance as physical connectivity. It 
is therefore to be welcomed that the UK recently 
signed the world’s most comprehensive digital trade 
agreement with Singapore. The Digital Economy 
Agreement better tailors digital trade rules to UK 
businesses and is the first such agreement signed by 
a European nation and should by no means be the 
last. How our relationships, as the ninth most digitally 
connected nation in the world, progress will determine 
how successful Global Britain can be. 

‘This is about more than 
foreign policy in the abstract, 
but delivering for people 
across the UK and beyond.’7 

Liz Truss, Foreign Secretary 

Yet, as the businesses on the Global Britain 
Commission have pointed out, defining Global Britain 
by what is global about Britain is not the only piece of 
the puzzle. 

Every part of the UK must share in the benefits. 
Businesses large and small must be given the tools 
that they need to deliver this, whether this is through a 
reduction in unnecessary government regulation and 
intervention or through positive action in areas where 
government can make a difference. 

The UK is still too much a divided nation and 
opportunity is not equally available to all. In the North 
of England levels of deprivation and health inequalities 
still pervade compared to the south and gross value 
added (GVA) per capita in the North is around 25% 
below the average for the rest of the country. Yet, 
the economic output of the North is about £420bn8, 
if it were “balanced” (i.e. performed as well as the UK 
average) it would mean an extra £88bn for the North 
(i.e. £508bn economy). 

To stay ahead we need to ensure that each and 
everyone who wants to take part, can take part and 
educate and skill them accordingly, no matter where 
they live. 

GVA per capita 
in the North 
is around 25% 
below the 
average for 
the rest of the 
country

25%
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plants in the UK

THE UK IS THE



Britain has, of course, been a well-connected trading 
nation for centuries and in that sense, Britain has pretty 
much always been global. Yet to achieve a truly Global 
Britain we first need to understand what it means and 
why it matters. 

What is clear is that to be successful, Global Britain must 
aim beyond short term growth and for long-term future 
prosperity. We now need to focus on the economic side 
of Global Britain to complement the existing vision of 
our foreign, diplomatic and defence policy. We cannot 
separate one from the other. And it is vital that we 
recognise, as an island trading nation, that our ability 
to connect with the rest of the world, both physically 
and digitally, has underpinned much of our economic 
success in the past and is also vital to our future. 

Global Britain needs to focus on the industries that 
do, and will, make the UK globally competitive in the 
future and be ruthless in its prioritisation. We must 
take a holistic and systems based approach to our 
economy to increase our competitiveness and ensure 
the UK is the best place in the world to start and scale 
a business. What is clear is that many of the necessary 
prosperity goals set out in the IR cannot be achieved 
without putting economic strategy at the heart of 
policy. This requires, above all, the expertise and 
knowledge that only business can bring. 
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In Short

“For business, Global Britain 
focuses on the UK’s strengths 
to help open new markets 
for UK goods and services, 
attract investment, innovate, 
increase our prosperity and 
effectively connect with and 
compete on the global stage, 
whilst ensuring an open 
and competitive business 
environment at home.” 



Business AND  
global Britain:
The government has described the Global Britain agenda as a signal that the UK will:

“...continue to be open, inclusive and outward facing; free 
trading; assertive in standing up for British interests and 
values; and resolute in boosting our international standing and 
influence. It is a Britain with global presence, active in every 
region; global interests, working with our allies and partners 
to deliver the global security and prosperity that ensures our 
own; and global perspectives, engaging with the world in every 
area, influencing and being influenced.” 

This is an extremely broad scope. Beyond the FCDO, the 
interventions of all Whitehall departments are influencing 
the ambitions of Global Britain. The Department for 
Environment, Food & Rural Affairs works alongside 
the Department for International Trade in representing 
British agriculture in international trade negotiations. The 
Department for Health and Social Care is working across 
borders on the response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
The Department for Business, Energy & Industrial 
Strategy is designing world-leading decarbonisation 
commitments. HM Treasury is contributing to cross-
country agreements for a new global tax system. There 
are many more examples besides. 

While Whitehall departments dictate the policy 
environment for Global Britain, it is the UK business 
community that provides the platform for generating 
prosperity in a globalised economy. Private sector 
businesses build and manage the infrastructure that 
enables global relationships, makes investments 
overseas and attracts foreign investment, sells goods 
and services abroad, operates in highly integrated 
global value chains, performs competitiveness-building 
innovation, and hires and trains the people that are 
behind the UK’s global presence.

In short, the UK business community is of fundamental 
importance in delivering the vision of Global Britain. 
Companies of all sectors and of all sizes contribute to 
the flows of trade, capital, data, ideas and talent that 
the Government’s Integrated Review highlighted as 
being key to the country’s prosperity. 

One of the first tasks for commissioners of the Global 
Britain Commission - made up of some of the biggest 
and most internationally focussed companies in the 
UK - was to summarise what Global Britain means to 
them. The first section of this chapter presents the 
answers that were given. 

Taken together, the Commissioner’s views on Global 
Britain can be grouped into four themes. First, the 
infrastructure and connectivity that acts as the 
UK’s gateway to the rest of the world. Second, the 

openness, trade and foreign direct investment that 
represents the UK’s economic relationships with the 
rest of the world. Third, the innovation and R&D that 
keeps the UK competitive with the rest of the world. 
Fourth, the human talent that nurtures our relationship 
with the rest of the world.

These themes are interlinked. Infrastructure and 
connectivity is needed to take advantage of the 
openness that facilitates trade and foreign direct 
investment. Innovation and R&D enables this process 
to become more productive, and keeps the UK 
internationally competitive. Skilled and enterprising 
human talent is intrinsically important to all of the 
preceding topics. 

The second section of this chapter explains what 
Global Britain is for each of these themes and how 
these themes may change in the future. 

What business is already doing to deliver 
Global Britain:

1. Trading

2. Investing

3. Connecting

4. Employing

5. Skilling 

6. Innovating 
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Four themes of Global Britain for 
Business:
1. Infrastructure and connectivity 
2. openness, trade and foreign direct 

investment 
3. Innovation and R&D
4. Human Talent 



Global Britain is all about connecting passengers and 
products with the whole world, and all of the benefits 
that brings to our economy and our communities right 
here on home soil. We see it through inbound tourism 
and the outbound trade that together help British 
businesses connect to global markets and thrive. As the 
country’s largest port, we want to continue to help the 
UK to recover from the pandemic by building on these 
global connections and encouraging further investment 
into homegrown talent right across the UK.

John Holland-Kaye, CEO of Heathrow 

Global Britain is about openness. The UK is the world’s 
top net exporter of financial services but equally, the 
UK’s openness to inward trade and investment has 
been critical to our success as a global financial centre. 
We currently have world-leading work going on in areas 
such as cyber resilience, electronic identification and 
sustainable finance. I believe the UK should pursue 
an ambitious trade and investment liberalising policy, 
seeking agreements which aim to further boost financial 
services trade and investment.

Bob Wigley, Chair of UK Finance 

Global Britain is the platform to promote the innovation, 
skills and productivity for all UK businesses, large and 
small. This will ensure we are 21st century-ready to 
trade, attract foreign investment and drive green-based 
business jobs and growth.

Charles Hammond OBE, CEO of Forth Ports Group

Global Britain champions the strengths of the UK 
on a world stage, to attract key investment in areas, 
such as infrastructure, transport, and green business, 
which are critical to the resilience and future success 
of the UK economy. With a shared purpose, business 
and government can work together, to help unlock 
opportunities for economic growth that will benefit 
communities across the UK.

Alison Kay, Managing Partner for Client Service of EY, 
UK & Ireland

Global Britain can play a pivotal role in levelling up those 
parts of the UK whose growth and productivity have 
lagged behind more prosperous areas – particularly 
the North of England. In recent years our economy 
has been overly dependent on the economic output 
of London and the South East. This has limited the 
potential of areas like the North, and it’s also limited the 
competitiveness and growth potential of the UK as a 
whole.

A truly successful Global Britain will be one that creates 
opportunity locally, delivering benefits that people and 
businesses in the North can see and feel, while also 
maximising the potential of every UK region to make 
the country a global leader for the 21st and 22nd 
centuries and beyond.

Sir Roger Marsh OBE DL, Chair of the NP11 group of 
northern local enterprise partnerships and the Leeds 
City Region LEP

Global Britain cannot succeed without the trade, travel 
and business benefits of international connectivity. 
Aviation contributes more than £22bn to the UK economy 
each year, connecting British business and goods to 
markets across the world, supporting outbound and 
inward foreign investment, trade and innovation. 

With targeted investment across infrastructure, green 
energy and sustainable fuel development, the UK can 
continue to be at the forefront of global innovation: 
continuing our legacy as world leaders in aviation 
and aerospace, whilst developing the skills and 
infrastructure needed for Global Britain to become 
the centrepiece of global value chains that benefit 
communities across the UK.

Shai Weiss, CEO of Virgin Atlantic 

 

The global decarbonisation challenge presents an 
unprecedented opportunity for the UK to bring leading 
new clean energy technologies to the world stage. 
This will be achieved through industry and government 
collaboration, maximising export opportunities built with 
domestic manufacturing jobs of the future, thereby 
establishing a truly Global Britain. We must create local 
opportunities to deliver on levelling up commitments, 
build on our manufacturing heritage and ensure we 
retain our first mover advantage in decarbonisation 
solutions such as Small Modular Reactors. Global 
Britain is about delivering on our commitments – and 
decarbonisation must be at the heart of that mission.

Tom Samson, CEO of Rolls-Royce SMR

Global Britain must ensure the UK remains competitive 
and attractive to inward and outward investment and 
trade for the benefit of individuals, businesses and 
communities. It’s about our connectedness, openness 
and ease of doing business. As well as having a laser 
focus on those industries where we can be global 
leaders. Importantly, it must be seen as an opportunity 
to champion and drive the transition to a greener global 
economy by putting the planet equal to profit on the 
agenda, to ensure the long-term success for all.

Peter Flavel, CEO of Coutts

 

Global Britain represents a huge opportunity for 
business and government to work together to deliver 
growth, realise the levelling up agenda and leverage 
our expertise to support our allies and partners across 
the world. British knowledge and innovation is already 
central to the delivery of some of the globe’s most 
complex infrastructure, construction and engineering 
projects and programmes – and with the right 
investment and support from Government we can build 
on that legacy to drive sustainable economic growth, 
create high quality jobs across the country and deliver 
our shared ambitions.

Jason Millett, CEO Consultancy at Mace 

What does Global Britain  
mean to business?
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Four themes of Global Britain for business
What they mean now, and how they could change in the future

Infrastructure & connectivity 
High quality infrastructure is an essential part of 
Global Britain. Infrastructure influences international 
competitiveness by improving access to markets, 
making it cheaper and easier to trade, facilitating 
access to mobile labour and capital, and supporting - 
and being a source of - globally significant clusters.9 

This infrastructure is the UK’s seaports, airports and 
international rail links that act as gateways to the rest 
of the world. In turn, these gateways facilitate the 
movement of goods. 

For centuries goods have moved in and out of the 
country via seaports. Today, seaports are as vital to 
our economy as ever, with around 95% of import and 
export volume being transported by sea.10 Almost 
450m tonnes of freight were handled by UK ports in 
2020,11 with around 70% of the total volume passing 
through the top ten major seaports.

While seaports handle the overwhelming majority of UK 
trade volume, airports play an equal role when it comes 
to handling high value and time sensitive goods. 
Aviation is the preferred means of transporting small 
but high value goods such as microchips and medical 
and pharmaceutical products. Air freight represents 
over 40% of total trade value.12 

The rail links between the UK and France are also 
important for trade. In 2020, a total of 1.5m trucks were 
shuttled across the Channel on Truck Shuttles and 
every day 1m express parcels were delivered through 
the Channel Tunnel.13 

In addition to the movement of physical goods, these 
gateways facilitate the movement of people. 

Britain is an attractive destination for tourists, as well 
as those visiting for business or to study. Prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, overseas residents made 
40.9m visits to the UK in 2019, spending over £28bn.14 
VisitBritain points out that tourism is a lever that can 
“effectively and swiftly help deliver Global Britain’s aim 
of promoting Britain as an open, inclusive and outward 
facing free-trading global power”.15

Looking beyond the physical movement of goods 
using transport infrastructure, digital connectivity is 
also integral to Global Britain. For example, the UK 
exported £207bn worth of digitally-delivered services 
in 2019, almost two thirds of the country’s total services 
exports.16 As well as actually selling services, digital 
connectivity is also incredibly important for a wide-
variety of business processes, including accessing 
new markets, communicating with customers, and 
managing supply chains. 

More broadly, the movement of goods and people 
through ports and digital connectivity work in tandem 
with other infrastructure - such as our roads and 
railways - to contribute to Britain’s international footprint. 
This enables low-friction movement of goods along 
every stage of the supply chain and is essential in 
allowing people to access jobs in highly productive 
urban centres and clusters with international profiles. It is 
also important to note that industry will invest in its own 
infrastructure to remain internationally competitive and 
relevant, such as making the transition to clean energy. 

There is uncertainty and opportunity facing the future 
of the UK’s infrastructure and connectivity in a Global 
Britain context of which there are many examples. 
The pandemic-related restrictions on international 
travel have hit both tourism and trade. For instance, at 
Heathrow, the UK’s largest port by value, 95% of cargo 
vital to Global Britain ordinarily flies in the bellyhold of 
passenger aircraft, meaning air freight and passenger 
traffic is dependent on each other to make the routes 
viable. Another pandemic or similar could stop trade 
dead once again. There are questions hanging over 
the effect of Brexit on goods moving through UK 
ports (although Brexit has also opened the door for 
new policy interventions, namely the introduction of 
Freeports). There are obvious risks for UK infrastructure 
from climate change, such as rising sea levels for 
seaports, requiring mitigation strategies to be put in 
place. The impact of emerging technologies - such 
as drones, big data, autonomous vehicles and the 
internet of things - will place greater demands on 
digital infrastructure to keep up with the rest of the 
world but also change how infrastructure is designed, 
built and used. A good example is the shift towards 
unaccompanied freight at our ports, necessitated by 
the need for greater supply chain resilience (to avoid 
problems caused by driver shortages and congestion, 
for instance). 
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Openness, trade and foreign 
direct investment 
Both the Government and UK business believe that 
“openness” is fundamental to Global Britain. This 
means having low barriers to trading and investing with 
the rest of the world. 

The UK is currently regarded as having a highly open 
economy, with its strong and established international 
links and a prominent role in the global financial system.17 
For instance, the Legatum Institute - a prominent London-
based think tank - ranks the UK as the 7th most open 
economy in the world, behind Hong Kong, Singapore, 
the Netherlands, Switzerland, Denmark and Norway.18 
Several similar studies also find that the UK performs 
comparatively well on measures of economic openness. 

The UK’s globally open status is built upon a long 
history of international trade, as well as having 
institutions and conditions conducive to enterprise. 
These conditions include a trusted rule of law and 
a welcoming regulatory and business environment 
(which is of significant relevance to the aforementioned 
infrastructure and connectivity).19 They also include 
being a modern, progressive nation. For instance, 95% 
of the UK population use the internet (higher than the 
OECD average and the average for rich nations around 
the globe)20, and the UK is generally regarded as being 
progessive on social issues as well as being at the 
forefront of addressing global issues such as climate 
change, including having some of the most ambitious 
greenhouse gas reduction targets in the world. 

Statistics on trade and foreign direct investment (FDI) 
are also testament to the UK’s global openness. 

The UK is one of the largest trading nations on the 
planet. The UK’s total trade is worth around 60% of 
its GDP, higher than the average across other major 
economies. In 2020, exports of goods and services 

totalling £601bn21 and imports totalling £598bn22 placed 
the UK as the 6th highest exporter and importer in the 
world (although, it is worth noting that these figures 
were affected by the pandemic). 

The EU is the UK’s largest trading partner, accounting 
for 42% of UK exports and 50% of imports in 2020.23 
In terms of individual countries, the UK’s five largest 
trading partners in the first half of 2020 were the United 
States (with which the UK also has incredibly strong 
aviation and tourism connections), Germany, China, the 
Netherlands and France, together accounting for 46% 
of total UK trade in goods and services.24 

Since service industries account for 80% of UK GVA 
and 82% of the workforce25, it is perhaps not surprising 
that the trade of services makes up around 47% of 
total UK exports by value (a higher proportion than 
most other nations)26. The strength of, and demand 
for, UK service industries is reflected in the fact that the 
UK is the 2nd highest exporter of services in the world, 
behind the United States27, but only the 11th highest 
exporter of goods.28

In addition to trade, UK companies are some of the 
biggest investors overseas and the biggest recipient of 
investment in the world. 

Between 1990 and 2019 the UK’s world ranking for 
annual inward FDI flows - the net value of foreign 
investment attracted to the country - has more often 
than not been inside the Top Ten (and even peaked 
at Number One in the world in 2005). This investment 
has meant that the UK has one of the highest inward 
FDI stocks - the value of all foreign investment - in the 
world (being consistently Top Five between 1990 and 
2019).29 

The large majority of the UK’s inward FDI comes from 
the European Union and the United States (around 
75% of all inward FDI into the UK). The sectoral split of 
inward FDI aligns with the sectoral specialisms of the 

UK economy. Financial Services dominates, attracting 
at least 50% more from inward FDI earnings than both 
manufacturing, and retail and transport (the sectors 
attracting the second and third highest inward FDI 
earnings to the UK).30 

In addition, historically, UK companies have been one of 
the biggest outward investors in the world. From 1990 to 
2012, outward FDI matched the profile of inward FDI, with 
the UK consistently ranking high in the world. However, 
since 2012, outward FDI flows have fluctuated between 
net investment and net disinvestment (the reasons for 
this are not clear, one reason may be that figures can 
fluctuate because of large deals; but it is something 
that should be explored to better understand the UK’s 
relationship with the world). Indeed, the UK recorded 
three consecutive years of disinvestment between 
2014-16. These disinvestments contributed to the UK 
falling to 217th in the world rankings for outward FDI 
flows and fifth in the world for outward investment stock, 
after being in second place between 2000 and 2014.31 
Again, relationships with the EU and the United States 
are particularly strong, with these two places accounting 
for around 65% of the stock of UK investment abroad. 

The future of the UK’s openness - and its impacts on 
trade and investment - is dominated in the short-term 
by Brexit. Since leaving the EU, Britain is once again an 
independent trading nation. But the interdependence 
of modern economies, and complex global value 
chains, make creating the right conditions and building 
strong trading relationships is vital to ensure competitive 
participation in the global economy. Longer-term, there 
are two issues that could affect how the UK gains 
from openness. First, changes to the structure of the 
global economy could have an impact. For instance, 
the IMF has previously highlighted some evidence that 
fragmentation of production - where production is split 
into several stages, potentially across different countries 
- may be reaching its limit, meaning that there is less 
potential for productivity-enhancing specialisation.32 

Second, the increase in non-tariff barriers around 
the world may continue to have a negative effect on 
trade. These barriers come in the form of regulatory 
requirements that make it more difficult to trade, 
particularly for smaller companies.33 The WTO has found 
that non-tariff barriers contribute more than twice as 
much as tariffs to market restrictiveness.34 
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Innovation and R&D 
The Government’s Integrated Review was built around 
the idea of “Global Britain in a competitive age”, where 
the UK’s prosperity is dependent on its performance 
in the spheres of science, technology and digital. 
Innovation and R&D will underpin our success in these 
areas. Not only will it mean more competitive domestic 
industries developing products and services that the 
rest of the world wants to buy, it also means more 
influence overseas as R&D is inherently global. The 
Government’s Research and Development Roadmap 
- published in July 2020 - highlighted that 54% of 
publications from all researchers and innovators result 
from international collaboration.35 

The UK has historically been regarded as one of the 
most innovative nations in the world. Despite having 
recognised weaknesses in translating R&D into 
successful commercialised innovation, the UK is still 
considered a leader of innovation, currently ranking 
4th on the Global Innovation Index published by the 
World Intellectual Property Organisation, below only 
Switzerland, Sweden and the United States.36 

Although the UK is a world-leader in many areas of 
innovation, there is room for improvement, exemplified 
by the current investment level. Total research and 
development (R&D) expenditure (public and private) in 
the UK was £38.5bn37 in 2019, equivalent to 1.74% of 
GDP38. This is significantly below the level of spending 
of several comparator countries. The OECD average 
was 2.5% of GDP in 2019, and Germany (3.2%), the US 
(3.1%) and France (2.2%) all invested more than the UK 
in R&D39. Furthermore, the proportion of GDP spent on 
R&D in the UK has fallen over the last 35 years from 
a level of 1.84% in 1985. To bolster R&D in the UK, the 
government has set a target for total expenditure to 
reach 2.4% of GDP by 2027 and much more will have 
to be done to reach this target.40 

Positively, the UK is world-leading in high-level ‘pure’ 
research, of the kind performed in academic institutions. 
The Times Higher Education World University Ranking 
contains a component measuring the strength of 
research at universities. The latest tables show that 
eleven of the top 100 universities in the world for 
research can be found in the UK, including 1st place 
ranked Oxford University41. Where the UK falls down is on 
its level of R&D intensity and translational research. The 
task of translating research from emerging concepts 
and projects to commercial products is sometimes 
referred to as ‘bridging the valley of death’ (to give a 
real-world example, the development of Sustainable 
Aviation Fuel in the UK is at this stage). Ideas to bridge 
this so-called valley of death include incentivising R&D 
activity, improving the venture capital funding model, and 
creating better links between science and industry.42 

Public sector funding in R&D, through channels such 
as UK Research and Innovation, and higher education 
funding councils has fallen from 42% of gross R&D 
spending in 1985, to just 27% in 2019.45 The bulk of 
R&D in the UK is therefore funded and performed by 
private businesses.

Certain industries dominate private R&D funding in 
the UK. Pharmaceuticals giants GlaxoSmithKline and 
Astrazeneca are by far the largest business investors 
in R&D, spending a combined total of £8.7bn in 2019.46 
The pharmaceutical sector also supports the most 
R&D jobs in the country, at 29,000 (11% of all R&D 
jobs).47 Only three other UK companies spent over £1bn 
on R&D in 2019: HSBC (£1.64bn), Rolls-Royce (£1.15bn) 
and Lloyds Bank (£1.06bn).48

Globally, the industry focus of private R&D is somewhat 
different. Six of the top ten companies worldwide are 
in the technology hardware & equipment or software 
& computer services sectors, each spending more 
than £10bn on R&D. However, none of the top ten UK 
companies investing in R&D are in these sectors.49
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Enabling sustainable economic growth is key 
to delivering the Global Britain policy agenda. 
As an island nation we rely on the scale and 
sophistication of our connections to travel, 
do business and trade and vital to this is our 
aviation industry. Increasing concern over the 
environment and our drive to reach net zero 
has caused airlines to begin the transition to 
more sustainable fuel solutions to cope with 
the demand for air travel and freight. 

The Sustainable Aviation Fuel (SAF) industry 
is an emerging market and provides a huge 
opportunity to enable a green recovery 
across the UK post pandemic, but also as 
a high-value future export. The industry as 
a whole has the potential to support the UK 
economy with £930m in gross value added 
(GVA) annually and provide over 6,500 high 
quality jobs by 2035.43 Research conducted 
by Sustainable Aviation suggests that the UK 
has the ability to lead the world in sustainable 
aviation fuel production.44 

14 potential production sites across the UK 
have been identified , which have existing 
infrastructure and skills to support the growth 
of the industry. What’s more, with many of 
these sites located in the North of England and 

Scotland - in places such as Grangemouth, 
Teeside, Humber and the North West - the 
majority of jobs will be created outside the 
more prosperous South East and help move 
forward the Government’s levelling up agenda. 

With Government investment, the SAF industry 
could deliver a UK production saving of 3.6m 
tonnes of CO2 annually by 2038. This will not 
only be a significant contribution to the UK’s 
commitment to net zero aviation by 2050, 
but it will also contribute to the governments 
levelling up efforts as areas like Teesside, 
Humberside and the North West have been 
identified as key industrial clusters. 

Through UK production and global exports of 
technology and expertise, a UK SAF industry 
could deliver £2.9bn annually to the UK 
economy, making the UK a potential world 
leader in this space. 

Case study:  
UK Sustainable Aviation Fuel Industry
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digital skills will grow to 5m by 2030. The OECD has 
found that the UK could improve its productivity by 5% 
or more if it reduced the level of skills mismatch to that 
of high performing international comparators.53 

The UK also has comparatively weak technical skills. 
Higher education is undoubtedly a UK strong point, 
with 55.8% of the population having tertiary education 
in the UK, above the OECD average of 45.5%.54 But 
it has long been said that the UK’s technical skills are 
weak in comparison to its international counterparts. 
For example, only 10% of all adults aged 20-45 hold 
a level 4-5 technical qualification as their highest, 
compared to around 20% of adults in Germany, and as 
many as 34% in Canada.55 

The need for reskilling in the UK is also critical. 
Automation, technological advancement and the 
decarbonisation of the economy all require skills 
that the UK’s education system needs to be able to 
provide in a rapidly changing world, yet are currently ill 
equipped to deliver. 

Global Britain also benefits from international talent. 
More than 120,000 work-related visas were granted in 
the year ending March 2021 (including dependents), 
with skilled work accounting for 63% of work-related 
visas granted. Around 13,700 of these visas were due 
to intra-company transfers, whereby international 

businesses can transfer employees to the UK from 
around the globe.56 

How human talent contributes to Global Britain in 
the future will depend on several factors. First, there 
is competition from around the world in developing 
human capital. The highest-performing countries on 
the aforementioned PISA scores were East Asian, 
with Singapore, Macao (China) and the combined 
regions of Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
in China occupying the top positions. Second, there 
is the future of the UK migration system and how 
successful it is in attracting global talent (and if it can 
create incentives for businesses to invest, rather than 
relying on low cost labour). The government has 
already introduced new immigration routes in order to 
make it quicker and easier for businesses to bring in 
highly skilled individuals from around the world but it 
must continue to remove barriers for desirable talent 
in order to compete with other advanced economies. 
Third, whether the UK has the right working conditions 
to succeed in the 21st century economy. For instance, 
the UK sits outside the Top Ten world rankings of 
key technology indicators, such as flexible work 
arrangements and digital skills.57 

How innovation and R&D contributes to Global Britain 
in the future depends on numerous factors, but three in 
particular. First, there are question marks over whether 
spending on R&D can be brought up to the levels in 
other developed nations. Second, there are question 
marks over whether the UK has access to the right 
talent to be able to perform innovation and R&D (see 
next section). Third, there are question marks over 
how successful the UK is at scaling-up innovative 
businesses, with the Government’s innovation 
strategy stating that, “weaknesses in the UK scale-
up ecosystem could be preventing our R&D intensive 
companies reaching ‘national champion’ scale”.50 
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Human talent 
The availability of a skilled workforce is critical to 
the success of Global Britain. It contributes to the 
success of globally-trading firms, to the undertaking 
of innovation and R&D and is a factor in the decisions 
of investors to invest in the UK. Taken together, these 
also ultimately relate to the nation’s productivity, 
which is a driver of economic growth and higher living 
standards. 

The UK’s education system is the basis for homegrown 
talent. But the story of the UK education system 
in a global context is a mixed picture. There are 
some big positives, for instance, the UK has above 
average school-age educational outcomes when 
compared to other developed nations. Results from 
the Programme for International Student Assessments 
(PISA) - the OECD’s flagship study of educational 
outcomes - shows that UK pupils aged 15 years old are 
at least as good, and in many cases better, than many 
of their international peers in reading, mathematics and 
science.51 

Similarly, the UK’s universities are an asset to 
international competitiveness. Times Higher 
Education compiles a ranking of the best universities 
in the world, looking at 13 performance indicators on 
topics such as teaching, research and citations. Eight 
of the Top 10 universities can be found in the United 
States, but the other two - Oxford and Cambridge - are 
in the UK. And with Imperial College London (12th) and 
UCL (18th), four of the top 20 universities in the world 
can be found in the UK.52 

Despite these positives, there are also issues that blunt 
the potential of Global Britain including the fact that 
the UK has some fundamental skills problems. More 
than a quarter of the population in England has low 
literacy or numeracy skills, and some estimates have 
suggested that the number of people with insufficient 
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Why does  
Global Britain Matter? 
In the previous section we have heard from business 
about what Global Britain means to them and set out 
four themes that represent these views at an economic 
level: infrastructure and connectivity; openness, trade 
and foreign direct investment; innovation and R&D and; 
human capital. 

As an already global trading nation the government’s 
Global Britain agenda needs to be about more than just 
our relationships around the world. It needs to translate 
those ambitions into direct benefits at home. Global 
Britain should not simply be a tagline, but if successfully 
realised could make a meaningful and positive impact to 
the people of the UK in a number of ways.

At a purely socio-economic level, Global Britain matters 
to delivering more trade and inward investment which 
translates into UK jobs, with 

EXPORTS SUPPORTING AN ESTIMATED 6.5M 
JOBS UP AND DOWN THE COUNTRY.58 THESE 
JOBS ARE ALSO HIGHER VALUE ADDED 
COMPARED TO THE UK, PAYING AROUND 
7% MORE THAN THE NATIONAL AVERAGE 
SALARY, WHILST UK BUSINESSES INVOLVED 
IN EXPORTING OR IMPORTING GOODS ARE 
AROUND 20% MORE PRODUCTIVE 

than those that do not trade.59 So with jobs it becomes 
not just about quantity but quality - both are material to 
the standard of living in the UK.

The Global Britain concept also supports and 
complements the agenda to level up the UK, with 
a suite of policies, including Freeports, designed to 
ensure that the gains from trade are more equally 
shared across UK regions than they have been in 
recent decades. Today, around 25% of the UK’s export 
jobs are based within London despite only having 13% 
of the population.

There are also important policy agendas being 
championed by Global Britain that matter to our 
future generations, not least of which is meeting net 
zero. Foreign direct investment is playing a key role in 
getting the UK to net zero and supporting the green 
industrial revolution. More broadly, the Department for 
International Trade has found that FDI created around 
55,000 new jobs in 2021 with 70% of these outside of 
London and the South East.

But whilst the UK’s legally binding commitment to meet 
net zero by 2050 - the first major developed industrial 
economy to do so – is laudable and demonstrates 
international leadership, the UK is responsible for only 
around 1% of global emissions60. Persuading and 
incentivising others to follow suit, as Global Britain 
seeks to do, including through the promotion of green 
trade, is critical. Getting ahead in the technologies of 
the future required to tackle the climate crisis will pay 
dividends across the country. 

Global Britain matters, domestically, on a number of 
fronts but critical factors include our international trade 
and prosperity; the levelling up agenda and; efforts 
to reach net zero by 2050, which we explore in this 
chapter. 
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As the UK’s largest and busiest airport, 
Heathrow’s economic impact and reach is 
substantial. The airport accounts for two thirds 
of UK air trade by value, a figure that rises to 
75% for non-EU trade.61 Heathrow is also the 
largest port in the UK (including sea ports) in 
terms of freight value, accounting for 21% of 
trade in goods in 2019.62

Heathrow’s economic impact extends to all 
corners of the UK. Four of the top five busiest 
domestic routes are to/from Heathrow. Of the 
busiest UK domestic routes with over 500,000 
passengers per year, five of these were to/
from Heathrow – with four of these routes 
connecting with destinations in Northern 
Ireland and Scotland. In 2019, over 3.5m 
passengers travelled by air between Heathrow 
and other nations of the UK. 

Jobs, investment and local regional economic 
growth all depend and thrive on these 
connections – but also on their ability to 
connect onto a range of destinations across 
the world. In this, Heathrow is unmatched. 
In 2019, Heathrow served over 57 long-haul 
destinations daily, nearly five times more than 
the next airport, Gatwick. These connections 
help bring the UK’s nations and regions one 

change away from global destinations and 
markets like Shanghai, Singapore and Seoul.

Analysis by the Centre for Economics and 
Business Research reaffirms the crucial role 
Heathrow could play in supporting the UK’s 
Global Britain ambitions. Research found that 
the airport has the potential to support over 
£200bn of trade per year by 2025.63 The 
airport will also be pivotal in Britain’s post-
Brexit economic stimulus, as trade to non-EU 
countries through Heathrow is forecast to grow 
by 11% by 2025. 

However, having lost its position as the number 
one hub in Europe during the pandemic, 
more will have to be done to regain the top 
spot. The government and business need 
to invest in new and better borders that are 
more technologically advanced, update cargo 
policies and regulations and concentrate more 
on the movement and optimisation of freight 
handling and strategy in the UK. 

Case study:  
The Economic Impact of Heathrow Airport
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International Trade and 
National Prosperity 
Global Britain matters because it allows the UK, and the 
international economy, to become more open. Greater 
openness has been shown to have a positive impact 
on economic growth and prosperity, and thus on living 
standards. Global Britain aims to maintain and augment 
the UK’s position as an open, free trade, economy with 
increased connectivity to global markets including the 
faster growing markets beyond the European Union .

A more open, freer, international trading system is 
one with fewer tariff and non-tariff barriers or other 
impediments to seamless trade. Global Britain positions 
the UK as a low tariff country through bilateral free-
trade agreements (FTAs) and low external tariff barriers 
for countries without such agreements: for example, 
the UK Global Tariff (UKGT) is lower than the EUs and 
has around double the number of zero tariff lines. 
Global Britain also aims to consolidate and strengthen 
an alliance of like-minded trading nations to build a 
global level playing field and stamp out unfair trading 
practices such as subsidies for traded goods and tax 
competition. 

In recent years, however, there has been a rise in tariff 
and non-tariff barriers. Most prominently, the United 
States has moved towards more protectionist trade 
policies in a trade war with China in response to 
perceived unfair trading practices, a dispute that has 
seen the US and China impose tariffs on hundreds of 
billions of dollars worth of each other’s goods. Further, 
a recent UNCTAD report finds that while applied tariffs 
in the Asia-Pacific region have halved during the last 20 
years, the number of non-tariff barriers such as policy 
regulations - including procurement limitations, import 
restrictions and bans - has risen significantly to affect 
around 58% of trade in Asia and the Pacific.64 

An economy’s openness is usually measured by the 
share of international trade in goods and services – 
imports plus exports – as a share of GDP, plus flows 
of capital. For the UK the trade in goods and services 
share was around 63% in 2019 (the last pre-pandemic 
year), making it a relatively open economy. Germany is 
the most open major economy, with a share of 88%, 
and is often held up as an exemplar, but there is an 
argument that it is overly dependent on exports with 
the cost being crowded-out consumption. Smaller 
countries also tend to be more open than larger ones - 
the US being a case in point.

Historically, much of the rapid economic growth in 
Western economies during the post-war years, from 
1945 to the mid-1970s, was associated with rapid 
growth in international trade as countries became 
more open. But openness can come at a cost, noting 
the deindustrialisation of many western economies 
including as a result of ‘offshoring’, for example along 
the ‘rust belt’ in the US. 

Economists believe that trade-induced economic 
growth emanates, in part, from the ‘gains from trade,’ 
where countries (and their businesses) are enabled 
to specialise and allocate their productive resources – 
labour and capital - towards producing the things they 
are better at producing than other countries, because 
of a prevailing ‘comparative advantage.’ In allowing 
countries to specialise in such areas, resources within 
the economy are used more efficiently, enhancing 
overall productivity. 

As well as enabling specialisation, increased exposure 
to international trade means a country is more subject 
to forces of competition and this can drive innovation 
and investment internally. Furthermore, being more 
embedded in global trade networks enables new 
technologies and innovations to be more effectively 
brought in and adopted from further afield, to the great 
benefit of many domestic enterprises.

All these effects work to enhance domestic 
productivity, generating a clear relationship between 
exposure to international trade and GDP growth. 

research has shown that a 10 percentage 
point increase in trade exposure is 
associated with a 4% increase in income 
per head 
and the findings of reputable empirical studies are 
consistent with this.65 If this relationship holds true, 

bringing the UK’s trade openness to a 
level comparable with Germany’s could 
be associated with as much as a 10% 
increase in GDP per capita. 
A higher GDP per head is, in turn, generally associated 
with higher living standards.

The opportunities presented by a Global Britain are 
not just confined to the domestic gains from trade. All 
the aforementioned upsides to trade are of course a 
two-way street - any country trading with the UK could 
stand to benefit from similar gains from specialisation 
and technology diffusion. Given the income-enhancing 
effects of international trade, trade policy has often 
gone hand-in-hand with international development, 
with many believing the promotion of trade to be a vital 
tool in the fight against global poverty.

With the UK’s new independence in the trade arena, 
it has a number of new tools available for use in the 
promotion of economic development internationally. 
For example, bilateral trade agreements can be 
leveraged to promote institutional reform in countries 
which stand to benefit from increased trade with 
the UK, in addition to increasing their access to the 
technologies embodied in British goods and services. 
Beyond development policy, the UK is also free to 
use its convening power and influence in multilateral 
organisations to help press for fairer trading practices, 
and pushing back against distortionary activities such 
as dumping or export subsidies, both of which have 
affected industries in the UK and much further afield.

Country / economic area

Germany

United Kingdom

United States

Japan

OECD

Sources: OECD and World Bank

Trade share of domestic GDP

88%

63%

26%

35%

58%

International trade as a share of domestic GDP by country or economic area, 2019
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Levelling Up 
Levelling up is a central plank of the current UK 
Government’s policy agenda. In recent decades, the 
growth in the UK’s prosperity has not been shared 
by everyone or all the UK regions, and the terms 
‘overlooked’ and ‘left behind’ have entered the UK 
political lexicon. There was generally far stronger 
support for Brexit amongst voters in left behind places, 
epitomised by Sunderland, where levelling up has 
become an imperative. Global Britain has an important 
role to play in this. 

There is broad agreement that one of the central 
issues that needs addressing in the levelling up story 
is the differences in productivity between the regions, 
which in turn is linked to employment levels and 
‘good jobs’ i.e. those that are skilled and further up the 
value chain, paying better salaries. Supply-side issues 
pervade with a higher proportion of those living in left 
behind places unskilled or without a qualification. But a 
‘brain drain’ of those gaining skills, particularly younger 

people, and gravitating to the South East and London 
where higher wages are available illustrates there are 
demand side challenges. Tackling the most-deep 
seated deprivation is also implicit in levelling up. Here it 
is observed that employment and income deprivation 
together make up nearly half of the weighting 
in the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and 
Communities’ Index of Multiple Deprivation. 

The creation of good jobs and the promotion of 
productivity growth in places in need of levelling up is 
clearly going to be important in the levelling up story. 
According to the most recent regional output figures,

were the North of England to produce 
the same economic output as the UK 
average, it would produce £88bn more 
than it does now 

- equivalent to just over 3% of the UK’s GDP and 
£5,600 per head of the population of the North. 

When it comes to levelling up, the trade agenda faces 
some opportunities and some challenges. On the 
upside, the North has long been a stronghold of the 
UK’s manufacturing sector. As a sector, manufacturing 
is one of the most embedded in international trade, 
with more jobs supported by manufacturing exports 
than by exports from any other sector in the UK. The 
UK’s manufacturing sector participates more than 
any other of its sectors in global value chains, with 
nearly 31% of its inputs by value sourced from abroad, 
and circa 40% of UK gross exports accounted for by 
manufacturing industries, according to a detailed IFS 
study.66 Boosting the involvement of UK manufacturing 
firms in international trade - as Global Britain seeks 
to do - will be a key policy tool in boosting regional 
productivity.

And yet, even with the North’s relative strength in the 
manufacturing sector, it trails behind the rest of the UK 
when it comes to the trade in goods when measured 
in per capita terms. This is true when considering both 
goods imports and exports together - in the global 
value chain context - and goods exports on their own.

As an illustration, were the exports of goods from the 
Northern regions brought in line with the UK average, 
the North would be exporting £26bn more a year. 

The inclusion of the export of services would increase 
the figure further to nearly £60bn more a year,68 though 
UK service exports are dominated overwhelmingly by 
London. Looking at the share of jobs supported by 
all exports in each UK region, 26% of jobs in London 
and 14% in the South East are supported by exports, 
far more than Yorkshire and the Humber (6.4%), the 
North West (9.7%) or the North East (2.6%).69 

Levelling up is not exclusively about the North, 
of course, with 20% of England’s most deprived 
communities in London and the South East. Deprivation 
is prevalent in many areas of the Thames Estuary 
and in many coastal communities across the country. 
Clearly, a skillfully implemented Global Britain agenda – 
alongside other important policies to support levelling 
up such as Freeports - could be a valuable tool in the 
closing of the UK’s regional and local inequalities.

Sources: ONS Population Estimates (mid-year) and ONS Subnational Trade in Goods67 Sources: ONS Population Estimates (mid-year) and ONS Subnational Trade in Services70
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Meeting net zero 
With global temperatures already rising to 1.2C above 
their pre-industrial levels, and those above 1.5C 
believed to be a dangerous climate-change tipping 
point, international attention is being quickly drawn 
toward the issue of greenhouse gas emissions and 
the urgent need to reach net zero over the coming 
decades. The Green Industrial revolution is a key pillar 
of the UK government’s Build Back Better vision and 
industrial strategy to decarbonise the economy and 
get us to net zero by 2050. Global Britain can play 
an important role in both helping the UK to reach its 
targets, as well as allowing the UK to play an important 
role in helping other countries to do the same.

The UK has reduced its greenhouse gas emissions 
faster than the rest of the G20, cutting them by 49% 
since 1990 with much of this occurring in energy 
supply.71 A major contributor to this in recent years 
has been the UK’s growing wind power capacity. The 
country currently has more offshore wind capacity 
installed than any other country, marginally ahead of 
China and significantly ahead of Germany in third place. 
Much of this is being built on the back of Foreign Direct 
Investment, a key component of the Global Britain 
enterprise. 

Notable projects include the £3bn 
Dogger Bank C – the third phase of what 
will be the world’s largest offshore 
windfarm when it is completed in 2026. 
Overall, Dogger Bank will have enough 
generative capacity (3.6GW) to supply 5% 
of Britain’s electricity demand, or 5m 
homes. 
Some of the key foreign players in the UKs offshore 
wind market, including manufacturing of installations, 
include Denmark’s Orsted, Italy’s ENI, Norway’s Equinor, 
Germany’s RWE, and Spain’s Iberdrola. 

It is estimated there will be nearly 
70,000 jobs on the back of over £60bn 
private investment in offshore wind by 
2026, 
according to research by the Offshore Wind Industry 
Council (OWIC). And more than half of these jobs will 
be in the North East of England, Yorkshire and The 
Humber, and Scotland.72

Generative capacity

2.6 GW

3.6 GW

1.4 GW

3.1 GW

CAPEX (including FDI)

£6bn

£9bn

£3bn

£6.5bn

UK’s biggest current and pipeline wind farm projects

Offshore wind project

Hornsea (1, 2)

Dogger Bank (A, B, C)

Sofia

East Anglia Hub

Owner / operator

Ørsted

SSE, Equinor, ENI

RWE

Iberdrola

The UK is the largest deployer of offshore wind 
facilities in the world and continues to lead 
the way in generating wind power. With 35% 
of global installed offshore wind capacity and 
home to seven of the world’s 10 biggest sites, 
the UK is showing that green development is 
possible.73 

The Government has recently announced a 
£60m fund for floating offshore wind - £31m 
of UK government funding which has been 
matched by more than £30m of industry 
funding, to develop innovative floating 
offshore wind technologies.74 The fund will 
be managed by the Floating Offshore Wind 
Demonstration Programme and will focus 
on lowering the cost of the construction 
and highlighting new locations for floating 
turbines. This would lead to growth in the UK 
supply chain and more broadly support the 
Prime Minister’s ten-point Plan of delivering 
1GW of energy through floating offshore wind 
by 2030. These funds will be distributed 
across the country and will include new 
green investment in cities such as Aberdeen, 
Swansea and Yorkshire, also delivering jobs, 
growth and innovation and helping towards 
levelling up the UK.

However, more investment in research is 
needed to further develop floating turbines 
that can be deployed in new areas in the UK, 
where wind strengths are at their highest. This 
will also need to be supported by professionals 
to deliver the government’s current target of 
40GW of offshore wind by 2030. Transferable 
skills from other sectors, especially Oil & Gas, 
will be key in supporting the offshore wind 
industry. 

Consistent investment in R&D is crucial to the 
UK maintaining its first-mover advantage in 
wind energy production. If the UK were able to 
develop a foundational design, this is a clear 
export opportunity in an industry that would 
drive green energy investment and contribute 
to levelling up our country. 

Case study:  
The UK Offshore wind industry
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FDI also currently plays a significant role in the UK’s 
nuclear sector, with £23bn of the upfront capital for 
Hinkley Point C, the first nuclear power station to be 
built in the UK for 20 years, capable of powering 6m 
homes, being put up by France’s EDF and China’s CGN. 
22,000 people across Britain are working on it. For the 
country to continue to lead the way in the transition 
to clean energy sources, a continuing and deepening 
relationship with foreign financiers will be necessary.

The UK has always been at the forefront of nuclear 
expertise and alongside FDI, the UK’s emerging 
Small Modular Reactor (SMR) industry could revitalise 
parts of its nuclear industry in the coming decades. 
The UK government and a consortium of private 
companies led by Rolls Royce are jointly investing 
£500m to design a first-of-a-kind SMR and deliver 
a working model by the early 2030s. Global Britain 
could help drive and incentivise innovation and clean 
economic growth by fostering mass markets and the 
international take up of new low carbon technologies. 
It is estimated that the global SMR market alone could 
be worth £250bn by the 2030s.

An important aspect of Global Britain is increasing 
the UK’s international trade in ‘green goods’. Green 
trade itself offers a great deal of opportunity for the 
UK. Sustainable assets are among the highest growth 
areas of the global economy, with investment in them 
doubling over the past 4 years. 

Estimates from the London School of 
Economics show that by 2030, the UK’s low 
carbon economy could be worth £1.8tn 
and by 2050 it could employ over 1.2m 
workers in England,75 

with British green exports potentially spearheading 
this green transition. If, through the Global Britain 
initiative, the UK were to further develop its emerging 
comparative advantage through earlier adoption of 
green technologies, significant ‘first mover’ returns 
could be made, both economic and environmental. 
This is the difference between the UK designing and 
exporting new technology versus buying and deploying 
it from abroad.

A truly Global Britain also provides significant 
opportunity for the UK to influence global trade policy 
as a means of encouraging green action across 
the world. The UK government has already been at 
work, reducing tariffs on environmental goods and 
collaborating with multilateral institutions to reform 
the rules around subsidy programmes for potentially 
damaging industries. While these movements point 
in the right direction, there are still many tools left on 
the table for the UK to take advantage of in this arena. 
In the wake of Brexit, the UK now has a much greater 
ability to make use of bilateral trading tools, such as 
FTAs, in order to both maintain a high standard of 
sustainable practices within its own trading basket, as 
well as promoting green practices further afield. 
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global Britain be? 
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RAISING PER CAPITA EXPORTS OF GOODS AND SERVICES TO THE LEVEL OF GERMANY WOULD MEAN 
AN ADDITIONAL £474BN OF UK EXPORTS ANNUALLY.

THIS £474BN EXPORT BOOST COULD CREATE UP TO 5.5M EXPORT-SUPPORTING JOBS. JOBS WHICH 
ARE 7% HIGHER PAYING THAN THE UK AVERAGE.

THE UK HAS THE NINETEENTH HIGHEST RATE OF OUTWARD FDI PER CAPITA IN THE OECD. RAISING THIS 
TO MATCH FRANCE’S LEVEL WOULD EQUATE TO AN ADDITIONAL £33BN OF FDI OUTFLOW PER YEAR.

WE WOULD SEE AN EXTRA £61BN OF R&D INVESTMENT IF WE RAISE INVESTMENT LEVELS PER 
PERSON TO THOSE OF SOUTH KOREA WHICH COULD CREATE UP TO 1.9M JOBS.

RAISING THE UK’S PER PERSON VENTURE CAPITAL INVESTMENT LEVELS TO THAT OF THE UNITED 
STATES WOULD BE EQUIVALENT TO AN ADDITIONAL £19BN OF VC FUNDING ANNUALLY, BOOSTING 
GROWTH AND CREATING JOBS.

Key points 

Methodology
Creating the right conditions for trade and investment 
to thrive in Britain carries some potentially substantial 
prizes. Ultimately, progress in the UK’s international 
standing and competitiveness will be measured largely 
in terms of the quantifiable economic benefits it brings, 
such as increases in trade value, attracting more 
foreign direct investment, and providing more high 
quality jobs.

In this chapter we model the potential impact 
on a range of measures if the UK is able to raise 
its performance in prominent areas of trade and 
innovation, although many more could be modelled. 
The measures we have considered here are: 

●  Exports of goods and services

●  Foregin direct investment

●  R&D investment

●  Venture capital investment

For each of these measures the UK is compared 
with other OECD countries. Comparison with OECD 
countries has been chosen in order to measure the 
UK against countries with like-minded aspirations 
of stimulating economic progress and world trade. 
Where countries perform better than the UK on a given 
measure, the potential economic benefit available by 
equalling that country’s performance is modelled.

43
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Exports 
UK international trade amounted to £601bn of exports76 
and £598bn of imports77 in 2020, placing the country 
as one of the most significant trading nations in terms 
of absolute export value. However, on a per capita 
basis performance is less impressive, with the UK 
positioned just 23rd out of the 38 OECD member 
nations with around £8,600 of exports per head.78

Figure 3 shows the UK’s value of exports of goods and 
services per capita relative to the 15 highest ranked 
OECD countries. Note that throughout this analysis raw 
data has been converted from US dollar amounts to 
pound sterling using average currency exchange rates 
for the year(s) in question.

Export-supporting jobs 
Again, an estimated 6.5m jobs in the UK 
are supported by exports, according to 
research commissioned by the Department 
for International Trade.80 
Of these jobs, 3.8m are directly supported by exports, 
i.e. those in exporting industries, and 2.7m are indirectly 
supported i.e. within the exporting supply chain. 

Increasing exports would naturally bring about an 
increase in the number of export-supporting jobs. The 
potential number of new jobs can be estimated by 
considering the number of jobs currently supported by 
present levels of exports. Our analysis estimates that 
11.6 jobs are supported for every £1m of exports.

Table 1 summarises the potential benefits to the UK 
economy for equalling selected comparator nations’ 

level of per capita exports. For instance, the £474bn 
potential boost to exports 

if the UK can achieve Germany’s per 
capita exporting value implies up to 5.5m 
additional export-supporting jobs.
It is important to note that these are not necessarily 
assumed to be net additional jobs, as the UK economy 
is at near-full employment levels, so a high level of 
displacement is likely. However, the main additional value 
comes from the fact that export-supporting jobs are 
found to be 21% more productive and 7% higher paying 
than average jobs in the UK.81 This means that a worker 
in an export-supporting role can expect an average 
salary of £33,475,82 compared to the national average of 
£31,285 - that’s a potential pay rise of £2,190.

Figure 3: Exports of goods and services per capita, 202079

Table 1: Economic benefits to the UK for equalling per capita exports of comparator countries

Comparator country

Sweden

Germany 

Canada

South Korea 

Imports

Additional jobs supported

7.5m 

5.5m

0.9m 

0.4m 

Benefit to the UK in matching per capita exports of comparator country

Additional exports 

£643bn

£474bn

£79bn

£31bn
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When comparing countries across the rankings shown 
in Figure 3 it is important to keep in mind that the  
high export values of several of the best performing 
countries, such as Luxembourg, Ireland and Switzerland 
may be distorted by the favourable tax regimes offered 
to corporations in those countries. Additionally, many 
comparisons between countries will be imperfect due 
the differing structures of the economies, national 
comparative advantages and the sizes of countries. 

To estimate the potential feasible increase in UK 
exports, we can calculate the total increase in exports 

of goods and services if the UK were to achieve the 
same per capita export value as better-performing 
comparator countries. 

Germany has per capita exports almost double those 
of the UK. If per capita exports in the UK were raised 
from £8,597 to the German value of £15,645, this would 
translate to an additional £474bn of exports annually. 
However, it is important to bear in mind here that the 
German economy is structurally very different and has 
differing comparative advantages to the UK, making a 
direct comparison between the two countries’ trade 

performance imperfect. Nevertheless, the additional 
annual exports modelled above indicate the scale of 
the potential gains on offer if Global Britain can work to 
make the UK a more powerful exporting force.

Even raising the per capita export performance to that 
of South Korea, ranked one place above the UK in the 
OECD table and perhaps a more appropriate comparator 
country than Germany, would bring an additional £31bn 

of exports annually based on data for 2020. 

Treating exports of goods and services separately, 
starkly illustrates the UK’s comparative advantage in the 
trade of services compared to goods on aggregate. 
The UK was the 11th largest exporter of services per 
capita in 2020, above Germany, France and the United 
States. While for exports of goods per capita, the UK is 
ranked just 27th out of the 38 OECD countries.
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Foreign direct investment
Foreign direct investment (FDI) plays an important role 
in the UK economy, in the form of both inward and 
outward investment. The UK is a significant destination 
and source for FDI, with London in particular an 
attractive target to overseas investors. 

As FDI flows are susceptible to large year-on-year 
changes depending on sizeable individual investments, 
this analysis considers a five-year average. Comparing 
the total five-year average FDI inflows of OECD countries, 
the UK is second behind only the United States (Table 2). 

Outward FDI can give an indication of successful 
domestic companies seeking to expand operations 
and investments globally. Figure 4 shows five-year 
average net outward FDI per capita for the UK along 
with the 15 highest ranked OECD countries. It is 
important to note that the figures presented below for 
outward FDI from Luxembourg and the Netherlands will 

be significantly inflated due to investments from the 
United States that flow through them being recorded 
as national outflows.

Table 3 shows the potential additional annual outward 
FDI if the UK were to achieve the per capita FDI 
outflows of some comparator countries. 

Figure 4: Outward FDI per capita. Five-year average, 2015-201984
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Country / economic area

United States

United Kingdom

Germany

Ireland

Switzerland

Five-year average net FDI inflow

£276bn

£85bn

£68bn

£61bn

£47bn

Table 2: Five-year average net FDI inflow, 2015-201983

TABLE 3: ECONOMIC BENEFIT TO THE UK FOR EQUALLING PER CAPITA FDI OUTFLOWS OF  
COMPARATOR COUNTRIES

Comparator country

Canada 

Sweden

Germany

France

United States 

Additional outward FDI possible for the UK in matching per capita  
FDI outflow of comparator country

£73bn 

£65bn

£64bn 

£33bn 

£8bn
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£818

£762
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R&D investment
Investment in R&D has a number of positive economic 
impacts, with links between innovation and economic 
growth firmly established. Analysis of OECD countries 
shows that there is a positive linear correlation 
between total R&D spending and the number of patent 
applications (Pearson correlation coefficient = 0.48)85 – 
patent applications being an output of the R&D process.

The UK ranks 17th out of the 38 OECD countries in terms 
of R&D spending per capita. Figure 5 shows the UK’s 
standing compared with the top 15 OECD countries. 

Analysis can once again estimate the potential total 
increase in R&D investment if UK levels were raised to 
those of comparator countries. 

Raising UK R&D investment from its 
present level of £603 per head to that 
of South Korea (£1,514 per head) or the 
United States (£1,457 per head) equates to 
a total additional investment of £61bn 
and £57bn respectively. 
Such additional spending would take the UK’s level 
of R&D investment above the government’s target of 
2.4% to around 4.5%, assuming GDP remains at the 
current level.

R&D-related jobs
There are currently some 486,000 jobs related to 
R&D in the UK.87 Boosting investment to levels as 
modelled in the previous subsection could create new 
high-skilled R&D-related job opportunities. Using the 
following assumptions the number of additional R&D 
jobs can be modelled.

Table 4 summarises the results for some comparator 
countries to the UK, showing that 

up to 730,000 new direct jobs could 
be supported by matching the R&D 
investment level of South Korea and up to 
1.2 million including supply chain.

As with the modelled impact on export-supporting 
jobs, it is important to note that these new jobs are not 
assumed to be net additional jobs due to the UK’s near 
full-employment economy. The benefit of increasing 
the number of R&D-related jobs lies in the fact that 
they are higher value added than average jobs. The 
main economic benefits of R&D, however, come from 
the positive knowledge spillovers and productivity 
growth in the wider economy, rather than simply 
increasing employment. 

FIGURE 5: GROSS DOMESTIC SPENDING ON R&D PER CAPITA, 201986
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Table 4: Economic benefits to the UK for equalling per capita R&D investment of 
comparator countries

Comparator country 

South Korea

United States

Germany

Japan 

France

Imports

Additional jobs supported  
(direct and indirect) 

1.2m

1.1m

0.8m

0.6m 

0.2m 

Benefits to the UK in matching per capita R&D investment of comparator country

Additional investment  

£61bn

£57bn

£43bn

£31bn

£10bn 
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R&D investment
Finance and access to funding, including venture 
capital is a vital part of the innovation process for many 
enterprises. Evidence given to a House of Commons 
Inquiry into ‘Bridging the “valley of death”, improving the 
commercialisation of research’89 found that the UK’s 
model of venture capital (VC) was more cautious and 
risk-averse than some other nations (in particular the 
USA), creating a barrier to firms with innovative ideas 
seeking funding.

Despite the fertile ground for start-ups in the UK, 
particularly around the ‘Golden Triangle’ bound by 
research-intensive universities in Oxford, Cambridge 
and London, many enterprises turn to US funding 
at the scale-up stage of growth. Different models of 
financing start-ups in the US and UK may be a driving 

factor in this. In the UK, companies often take on high 
levels of debt in order to grow, and financial institutions 
typically expect to see returns on investment more 
rapidly than US counterparts. The US VC model is far 
more active, taking equity stakes in the companies and 
a longer-term view to growth and realisation of returns. 

The UK underperforms compared with several other 
OECD comparator countries besides the United States in 
terms of VC investments per capita, as shown in Figure 6.

The United States is the dominant player in terms of 
VC investments, with a per capita value of £323 - more 
than eight times greater than the UK level of £39 per 
head. Raising the UK’s per capita investment level to 
that of the United States would be equivalent to an 
additional £19bn of VC investment annually. 

Figure 6: Venture capital investments per capita, 201990
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“Global Britain” is not just a slogan. The Global 
Britain policy represents a real opportunity to do 
things better, more efficiently, more strategically and 
make the UK an economic world leader. But to do 
this, Global Britain needs a coherent economic and 
trade roadmap if it’s to realise the ambition that the 
government set out in the Integrated Review.

We already start from a strong position, but there are 
some aspects of our economy, critical to business, 
that need to be built on and improved if we are to 
remain competitive in the future. 

For business, Global Britain focuses on the UK’s 
strengths to help open new markets for UK goods 
and services, attract investment, innovate, increase 
our prosperity and effectively connect with and 
compete on the global stage, whilst ensuring an open 
and competitive business environment at home.  

Fundamental to this is the infrastructure and 
connectivity that acts as the UK’s gateway to the 
rest of the world; the openness, trade and foreign 
direct investment that represents the UK’s economic 
relationships with the rest of the world; the innovation 
and R&D that keeps the UK competitive with the rest 
of the world and; the human talent that nurtures our 
relationship with the rest of the world. 

But the most fundamental part of the Global Britain 
agenda is the benefits it can bring to the UK 
economy and our citizens. Global Britain matters to 
the UK as increasing our trade and investment can 
directly translate into more, higher paying and more 
productive jobs in the UK. If the UK performed to the 
level of some of our closest economic competitors 
the UK could reap huge rewards.

This report has set out that raising per capita exports 
of goods and services to the level of Germany would 
mean an additional £474bn of UK exports annually. 
This £474bn export boost could create up to 5.5m 
export-supporting jobs which are 7% better paying 
than the UK average. 

This in turn can give a much needed boost to the 
governments levelling up agenda. As has been 
pointed out, were the exports of goods from the 
Northern regions brought in line with the UK average, 
the North would be exporting £26bn more a  year.  
This is a huge prize, not only to the government, but 
to the people that live and work in these left behind 
regions of the UK. 

The Integrated Review already set out that it sees the 
UK’s future prosperity tied to the UK’s competitiveness 
across the sphere’s of science, technology and 
innovation and it is innovation and R&D that will 
underpin this success. Yet the UK’s record on R&D is 
not measuring up to our global competitors, in fact, it 
is nowhere near. Total expenditure on R&D in the UK 
in 2019 only reached  1.74% of GDP with some way to 
go to hit the target of 2.4% by 2027. This report finds 
that we would see an extra £61bn of R&D investment 
if we raise investment levels per person to those of 
South Korea which could create up to 1.9m jobs.  

But if we are to compete successfully in the future, 
we need to ensure that our research and innovation 
is translated into commercial products and services 
which attracts the investment needed to scale-up. 
On this, we are hugely outcompeted by the likes 
of the US, as well as Canada and Switzerland. This 
report finds that raising the UK’s per capita investment 

level to that of the United States would be equivalent 
to an additional £19bn of VC investment annually. 
Compared to the UK, the US VC model is far more 
active, taking equity stakes in the companies and a 
longer-term view to growth which the UK could learn 
from and the Commission will be looking at in more 
depth. 

Ultimately, Global Britain underpins our prosperity 
as a nation, prosperity that has to be earned by 
making the most of what we have, building on those 
strengths and trading them with the rest of the 
world. This requires us to identify our core strengths 
and competitive advantages as a country, ruthlessly 
prioritise them and build them into the exports 
of the future. This will be the focus of the Global 
Commission over the next few months and the topic 
of our next report. 

The final report of the Global Britain Commission will 
offer recommendations to Government on how to 
harness and deliver Global Britain, setting out steps 
to achieve it with the help of business. Global Britain 
will remain a slogan unless we make real strides in 
making it a reality. 
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