How do UK brands expand overseas in a post-Brexit world?
Digital tools mean exporting your brand is easier than ever. Graze, Made.com and Wetsuit Outlet explain how they fared
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Visit Jerusalem and you’ll find Topshop and Clarks stores. When in Dubai, you can stop by Fortnum & Mason and fill up on a picnic hamper or fine tea. Head to New York and you’ll see customers queuing at Penn Station’s Pret a Manger. Across many corners of the world, British businesses are making a mark on local markets.
Today, helped by the internet, many British companies are global players. One in 10 (10.8%) UK companies export, according to the most recent figures from the ONS. Exclude financial companies and this increases to 15.3%.
Many, like Richmond-based healthy snacks company Graze, set their sights further afield when they’ve achieved success on home ground. “We only had to look at the size of the US snack market to know that we wanted a piece of it,” says Graze chief executive Anthony Fletcher. “America’s snacking and food retail markets are more than eight times the size of the UK’s, and clearly presented the biggest opportunity across the world to scale our business. It was important for our growth ambitions to make inroads into this geography before other competitors beat us to it and got too much of a stranglehold on the market.”
Rather than expanding slowly, the company blitzed the new market, launching in every US state at once in December 2013. “Offering a subscription service, it would have been against our ethos to impose restrictions on delivery and eligibility, and would have also been hard to reconcile with our online marketing campaigns and social media presence, which know no barriers,” says Fletcher. “The dream for us was jumping in feet first.”
The strategy paid off: within 24 hours, Graze had a customer in every state; within three weeks 30,000 orders had been placed and by three months it had gained 100,000 customers.
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With water sports enthusiasts across the world landing on its website, e-tailer Wetsuit Outlet felt compelled to start selling overseas. “We were getting people emailing us and approaching us to buy wetsuits from us across the world and lots of traffic worldwide was landing on the site,” says director Ian Homan. “We’ve had orders from bizarre locations like Sierra Leone. I think it helped because we’re a niche retailer with few competitors”.
Most of the site’s traffic comes via organic search. “As our website is solely for water sports and nothing else, it means we have a really high prominence on Google,” says Homan. Wetsuit Outlet started running paid search across Europe 18 months ago to coincide with the launch of dedicated country sites in France, Germany, Italy and Spain and has seen an increase in sales on the back of the investment. Today, a “substantial” amount of its business stems from overseas, with the e-tailer shipping to 60 countries.
Investing in digital marketing has helped galvanise overseas sales for furniture e-tailer Made.com, which has a presence in France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Germany.
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“Digital is essential in helping our business internationally,” says Annabel Kilner, commercial director at Made.com, which sees around a third of its revenues come from outside the UK. “We can target a specific audience – we know what our audience looks like in the UK and we can buy a similar audience in other markets. For a business like ours that is focusing on fast growth, we very much look at ROI [return on investment] and digital is trackable.”
Advertisement
When Made.com launched in France in 2013 the company invested in display advertising to build brand awareness but Kilner says the company’s digital marketing tactics overseas are now more focused on a combination of paid search, paid social, Google Shopping and retargeting.
However, while there are obvious gains to be made from expanding overseas, there are challenges ahead, not least because of Brexit. On the back of Brits voting to leave the European Union, financial markets plunged into freefall and a cloud of uncertainty now hangs over both the economy and consumers. British companies are now expected to approach international expansion with a higher degree of caution or delay striking new deals and getting into bed with their European neighbours until the future of the UK’s relationship with the EU becomes clearer.
Brexit aside, companies have flagged up other hurdles when considering taking the plunge and expanding overseas. According to a survey by Santander and research firm Dods, over two-fifths (44%) of SMEs said determining where the best opportunities are is the key challenge they face when trying to develop in new markets overseas. This was followed by concerns over currency fluctuations (38%) and lack of local knowledge (29%).
Wetsuit Outlet’s Homan reels off several challenges to selling overseas, including the cost of fulfilment. “In the UK you can send a parcel for £5 but it may cost up to £25 if you’re sending to an island in Greece. You always want to deliver quickly to a customer so you might want to pick air rather than road and that hits margins. We do swallow most of the costs and we’re happy to do that as we want our niche to grow and develop further.”
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He also says there are issues surrounding dealing with queries in foreign languages. “We do use Google Translate but we have placed investment in hiring multi-lingual support staff.”
Understanding the risks, and testing the market to overcome them​,​ is key to ensuring you land on your feet.
Anthony Fletcher, Graze
Kilner advises companies to thoroughly research any potential new markets and weigh up the pros and cons. “We chose France because three of the founders are French and knew the market,” she explains. “Plus it’s only three hours away door to door. The ease of getting there easily was important to us. Whilst we have a team on the ground in the UK running the company, we use local agencies for support so it’s important to have a good relationship and meet face to face.”
Digital communications agency Cult LDN co-founder Cat Turner says brands plotting international expansion should start early with their local strategy. “Tease out the launch of your brand or product in advance. Also, involve local influencers and work with key players to introduce your brand through respected third-party endorsement.”
Be warned, expanding overseas can be massively complex and it’s not for the fainthearted. “Think about if it’s worth it,” says Homan. “It is for us as we’re in a niche. If you’re not in a niche and you’ve got to compete with some big players, then it could be hard. It’s a big investment but there are other easier ways, such as selling through eBay and Amazon, which could provide a stepping stone.”
There’s no universal right or wrong way to go international, says Fletcher. “Whether you commit to setting up local infrastructure, or run operations purely from the UK, the process is still the same. It’s still a huge leap, and understanding the risks and testing the market to overcome them, is key to ensuring you land on your feet.”
With strong confidence in your international business plan, it could be a risk worth taking.
Source - https://www.theguardian.com/media-network/2016/jul/14/uk-brands-expand-overseas-brexit-world
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