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Covid-19: The Impacts on Businesses  

The COVID-19 pandemic and unprecedented national lockdown has caused a dramatic change in how businesses have 

been operating over the past two months. With all sectors of the economy impacted by the pandemic, businesses 

broadly fall into three groups:  

 Those providing essential services where workers have continued to travel to their place of work, with 

appropriate social distancing measures in place; 

 Those that have been required to close and are unable to continue their operations through remote working, 

leading to high levels of furloughed staff; and  

 Those that are able to continue their operations remotely, with employees working from home.   

Whilst impacts are being felt across all sections of the economy, they are – inevitably – uneven. How businesses are 

responding to the pandemic is being monitored through a series of new monthly and fortnightly Office for National 

Statistics (ONS) data releases. This article provides insights from the fourth wave of the Business Impact of COVID-19 

Survey (BICS) 20th April to the 3rd May, published on 21st May 2020. Based on responses from just less than 6,200 

businesses operating across a cross-section of sectors, the survey provides varied insights into the challenges being 

faced by businesses1.  So, what do the results tell us?  

Impact on Business Activity  

 

How many businesses are continuing to trade? 

Across all industries in the UK, just less than four-fifths (79.3%) of businesses were continuing to trade at the time 

of the survey – an improvement on the 76.7% reported through the previous survey, with the highest increases reported 

in the Water Supply, Sewerage and Remediation, Manufacturing and Construction sectors. The proportion is consistent 

across businesses in England (80.5%); Scotland (80.4%); and Wales (79.3%) but are lower in Northern Ireland (73.8%).  

As expected, some sectors including those classed as ‘key workers’ have been least affected by the lockdown 

measures. For instance, 97.1% of businesses operating in the Water Supply, Sewerage, Waste Management and 

Remediation activities are continuing to trade, followed by 95.4% in Human Health and Social Work; and 95.0% in 

Transportation and Storage. In contrast, only around a fifth of businesses in the Accommodation and Food Service 

and Arts (21.9%) and Entertainment and Recreation (19.6%) sectors have continued to trade.  

There are signs that some sections of the economy were starting to rebuild activity, even before the easing of some 

lockdown restrictions were announced, initially in England with other parts of the UK following. Over the two week period 

covered by the latest survey, 6.2% of all businesses surveyed said that they had started trading again in the last 

two weeks with the highest proportions recorded in the Accommodation and Food Services Activities (18.9%), 

Construction (14.9%) and Manufacturing (11.8%) sectors. It will be interesting to see the impact of changing restrictions 

– both on individual sectors and the economy overall – when the next data release occurs in two weeks’ time.   

How has exporting and importing been affected? 

The large majority of surveyed businesses who have exported or imported in the last 12 months and have seen a change 

in financial performance outside of normal expectations have continued to do so, to some extent. Survey findings show:  

 Just less than four-fifths (78.0%) of businesses who have exported in the last 12 months continued to 

export during the survey period. These figures were highest for businesses in the Information and 

Communication sector (91.3%); followed by Manufacturing (83.0%); and Transportation and Storage (82.0%). 

Conversely, less than half of Construction businesses (47.1%) have exported goods and services. Although 

many business continued to export goods and services, 71.9% of respondents have exported less than normal 

with the trend most pronounced in the Transportation and Storage sector. The most common exporting 

challenges relate to Coronavirus related transport restrictions and increases in transportation costs. 

                                                            
1 Estimates from the Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey (BICS) are currently unweighted and should be treated with caution when 
used to evaluate the impact of COVID-19 across the UK economy. 
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 A similar proportion (78.5%) of businesses who have imported in the last 12 months who have been 

affected by the pandemic have continued to import during the survey period. Information and 

Communication businesses were again most likely to continue importing (85.9%); followed by Transportation 

and Storage (83.3%); Wholesale and Retail Trade (83.1%); and Manufacturing (81.5%). The impacts on 

importing appear to have been less severe than on exporting with just less than three-fifths (59.9%) of 

businesses reported that importing has been less than normal, compared to more than seven out of ten (71.9%) 

for exporting. 

Impact on Financial Performance 

 

How has business turnover been affected? 

More than three-fifths (61.2%) of surveyed businesses have recorded a fall in turnover during the survey period 

(up from 57.5% at the time of the previous survey), with just under one-quarter reporting declines of more than 50%. 

Just over two-thirds of businesses (66.3%) across Wales reported a decline in turnover, compared to 64.5% in Scotland; 

62.7% in Northern Ireland, and 61.2% in England.  

Businesses in the Accommodation and Food Service sector were most likely to report declines in turnover 

(80.4% of businesses surveyed in the sector), followed by businesses in Construction (78.7%); Transportation 

and Storage (74.5%); Arts, Entertainment and Recreation (72.3%); and Administrative and Support Services 

(70.2%). A number of these sectors were also most likely to report a fall in turnover of more than 50%. In contrast, over 

one in ten (11.0%) Wholesale and Retail Trade businesses reported an increase in turnover over the last two weeks, 

driven by increased demand at supermarkets and other grocery stores.  

How are business cash reserves faring?  

With challenging trading conditions and uncertainty surrounding the timing of a return to ‘normal’ conditions, it is no 

surprise that many businesses are reporting dwindling cash reserves. The latest survey results show that 4.0% of 

businesses have no cash reserves and another 4.0% have cash reserves that will only last for up to a month. A 

further 25.6% are not sure how long their cash reserves will last.  

This position shows the vulnerability of businesses across the economy. Businesses in the Accommodation and Food 

Services sector are at particular risk with 9.2% reporting they have no cash reserves and a further 10.4% believing their 

reserves will last for less than a month.  

How have prices bought and sold been affected? 

There are signs that businesses are experiencing increased costs that are yet to be passed on to customers. Over the 

latest survey period, 2.8% of businesses saw an increase in prices they sold their materials, goods and services 

for, compared to 12.6% who saw an increase in the prices they bought materials, goods and services for. 

Increased costs were highest for businesses in Human Health and Social Work (50% report an increase in the price 

their paid for materials, goods and services), followed by Construction (23.4%). 
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Access to Finance and Support 

 

Have businesses been able to access financial resources? 

Securing access to finance at a time of challenging trading conditions and reducing cash reserves will be an important 

factor in enabling businesses to survive with a number of initiatives (e.g. the Coronavirus Large Business Interruption 

Loan Scheme and Bounce Back Loans for small businesses) launched in response. Just over one in ten businesses 

(10.1%) have seen their ability to access finance increase over the latest survey period, but three-quarters 

(75.3%) have seen no change. Reflecting those sectors of the economy most significantly impacted by trading 

restrictions, just under one-fifth of businesses in the Accommodation and Food Services sector saw their ability to access 

finance increasing, followed by 15.7% in Real Estate and 13.5% in Arts, Entertainment and Recreation sectors.  

However, just less than one in ten (9.1%) businesses in the Arts, Entertainment and Recreation sector reported that 

their ability to access finance had decreased over the last two weeks survey period, alongside 8.1% of businesses in 

Accommodation and Food Services. This is a worrying position for business stability and may, ultimately, result in a 

number of businesses ceasing to trade.   

To what extent have businesses been accessing Government support? 

In recent weeks, the uptake of Government initiatives has continued to grow as businesses have faced ongoing 

restrictions on trade and wider challenges to their survival. More than four-fifths (84.9%) of surveyed businesses 

across the UK had applied for some form of Government initiative to support businesses during the latest 

survey period. The statistics show that:  

 Just over three-quarters (76.3%) had accessed the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, with the 

proportion exceeding 75% in six sectors of the economy – Accommodation and Food Service activities; 

Construction; Arts, Entertainment and Recreation; Administrative and Support Services; Transportation and 

Storage; and Wholesale and Retail trade.  

 Just under three-fifths (58.9%) have applied for deferred VAT payments, rising to 86.2% in the 

Accommodation and Food Service sector and 68.6% in the Real Estate sector.  

 Overall, 28.7% of businesses had applied for a business rates holiday, with the proportion ranging from 

82.2% in the Accommodation and Food Service sector to 7.7% in the Education sector).  

 Over a fifth (21.9%) of businesses had applied to the HMRC Time to Pay Scheme, with a high of 41.5% 

reported by Accommodation and Food Service sector respondents.  

 Fifteen percent of businesses had not applied for any Government initiative in the last two week survey 

period, falling by 5.6 percentage points since the previous survey (20.7%). The sectors reporting the 

highest proportion of businesses not applying for any Government initiative in the latest survey period are 

Human Health and Social Work (47.3%) and Information and Communication sectors (31.4%). 

Across each of the Government Initiatives included in the BICS, there is inevitably a gap between business applying 

and receiving requested support. For instance, whereas 76.3% of businesses have applied for the Coronavirus Job 

Retention Scheme, only 59.8% have received support. There are however signs that funds are now increasingly 

reaching businesses. The 59.8% reporting they have received support through the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

is up from 22.2% at the time of the last survey and those receiving deferred VAT payments has increased from 42.7% 

to 51.3%.   
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Impact on the Workforce 

 

What workforce measures have businesses taken? 

The Covid-19 pandemic has required businesses to regularly review working arrangements in response to changing 

trading conditions, staff availability and business imperatives. When asked about measures implemented over the last 

two weeks:  

 Just less than two-fifths (38.8%) of businesses reported they have laid off staff in the short term (falling 

by 2.6 percentage points from the previous wave);  

 Just less than one-third (32.1%) decreased working hours (increasing by two percentage points from the 

previous wave); and 

 Over one-fifth (22.4%) have taken other measures not defined in the survey (increasing by 0.2 percentage 

points). 

These measures were most likely to be taken by businesses operating in the Construction sector (59.3% and 39.8% 

respectively) followed by Accommodation and Food Services (49.2% and 54.9%) and Administrative and Support 

Services (47.0% and 39.9%).  

The results show that not all businesses have faced the same challenges. Just over one in 20 (6.3%) businesses 

reported that they had recruited new staff in the short term, with this figure rising to 22.6% of businesses in 

Human Health and Social Work and 11.5% in Wholesale and Retail sectors, in response to the particularly high 

demands being placed on these sectors at present.  

More than two in five employees (44.4%) are reported to have been working remotely instead of their place of 

work over the last two weeks. The ability to work remotely is heavily determined by the nature of business activity. 

This is seen in more than eight out of ten (86.6%) of employees in the Information and Communication and 76.7% in 

the Professional, Scientific and Technical sectors working remotely compared to just 12.6% in the Accommodation and 

Food Service sectors and 20.3% in the Transportation and Storage sectors. 

How many employees have been furloughed? 

The latest Government statistics suggest that approximately 6.3 million people are now benefiting from the Job Retention 

Scheme and placed on furlough leave – a temporary leave of employees due to special needs of a company or employer 

– equal to 23% of the UK’s workforce.  

The BICS results show that just less than three out of ten employees (29.0%) have been placed on furlough 

leave across all surveyed businesses during the two week survey period, increasing by 2.6 percentage points since the 

previous survey. This figure rises to 59.8% for businesses in the Accommodation and Food Service sector; 47.7% in 

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation; and 45.6% in Construction. On the other hand, businesses reported that just less 

than two-thirds (65.5%) of employees were working as normal, the highest of which being for businesses in the 

Information and Communication Sector (83.9%, where home working has commonly been applied) and Human Health 

and Social Work (81.7% where key workers are continuing to access their usual place of work).  


