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Study Background
The global manufacturing industry has undergone a profound transformation after the COVID-19 pandemic. Although this pandemic has not only interrupted supply chains but also revealed vulnerabilities such as supply chain reshoring, protectionism, and trade barrier escalation. Referring to the manufacturing sector of the United Kingdom (UK), there is a rapid growth of structural upheaval from Brexit (Leruth and Taylor-Gooby, 2021), where it has found itself in navigating complex global trade environments. In the part of post-Covid recovery, many countries have also been found to develop trade barriers through tariffs and non- tariffs measurements, export restrictions, and localisation requirements. Considering the case study of the UK, the manufacturing sector is considered a critical component of its economy. As per 2022 data, the UK manufacturing sector is supporting about 2.6 million jobs (oxfordeconomics.com, 2024). This manufacturing sector accounts for about 10% gross value added (GVA) where the goods export has been stark. In the data of 2024, the manufacturing exports decreased by up to 15% which shows a shift towards service-dominated export and approximately two-thirds down from the year 2000 (globalindiannetwork.com, 2024).
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Figure 1: Export of Goods and Service in UK manufacturing sector
(Source: globalindiannetwork.com, 2024)
Problem identification
Within the UK manufacturing sector, the key problem is attributed as misalignment in between raised trade barriers and global strategic ambitions of firms. Globalisation once offered UK manufacturers access to larger export markets, low cost inputs, and integrated supply networks while this pandemic shows the fragility of long value chains. But now, UK manufacturers have been found dealing with increased tariffs along with customs and origin rules in the post-Brexit era. Exemplifying this, due to US-imposed tariffs, UK exports may lower the country’s GDP by about 0.8% in 2025 (kpmg.com, 2025). Compared with the previous month, UK goods exports decreased to £2.7 billion in April 2025 (ons.gov.uk, 2025). The UK manufacturers have been facing challenges in global strategies intensified by post-COVID and post-Brexit circumstances, which have mainly been manifested in interrupted supply chains and increased tariff regimes. Heightened customs protocols, extended lead times of deliveries and compliance of origin has undermined the capacity of firms to maintain lean globalization. Increased tariffs on both exports and imports have also diminished cost leaderships and firms have been compelled to re-evaluate production and sourcing methods. Such shocks have led to strategic changes in the form of regionalisation of supply bases, investing in automating, and refreezing trade alliances. Therefore, the challenge of competitiveness on the international scale and the adjustment of global strategies to fragmented trade and supply chain facts are a twofold challenge facing the UK manufacturers.
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Figure 2: EU and non-EU goods imports and exports in UK
(Source: ons.gov.uk, 2025)
This fall in exports has been found in both non-EU and EU markets. These results into creating global competitiveness, raising cost pressures, and reducing market share. Here, the traditional strength of the UK manufacturing sector has been found in engineering and high-value goods (Okorie et al., 2021), where this limited global reach has made it less capable of doing international business. Therefore, the problem goes beyond temporary disruptions but also structural. This is also combined with rising trade barriers and supply chain fragility in post-COVID times, which threaten internalisation at the global business strategy of UK manufacturers.
Research aim and objectives
The aim of this research study is to analyse how post-COVID trade barriers and protectionist policies influence the internationalisation decisions and global strategic adaptations of firms within the UK automotive manufacturing sector.

Referring to this, the research objectives are as follows -
· To identify key post-COVID trade barriers affecting the UK automotive manufacturing sector.
· To examine how these trade barriers influence firms’ internationalisation decisions and global strategic responses.
· To evaluate the impact of market growth constraints on the sector’s global competitiveness.
· To propose strategic and policy recommendations for supporting international business growth under evolving trade conditions.
Research Question
Research question is developed as -
How are firms in the UK automotive manufacturing sector adapting their global strategies and internationalisation decisions in response to post-COVID trade barriers and restricted market growth?
Research rationale
Considering academic perspectives, the study contributes towards evolving literature about de-globalisation and the interplay between international business growth and trade policy. The majority of studies have been focused upon emerging economies, where less attention has been paid over manufacturing first in global economies (Rakshit and Neog, 2022). Here, this study will focus upon contending economic trends of the UK manufacturing sector in post-Brexit, pandemic-situated and protectionist escalation. 
From a practical perspective, this research study will help manufacturing firms in the UK  in understanding how trade barriers can impact the adoption of global strategy, product localisation, and partner networks. In regard to policymakers, this research will generate a need for an industrial strategy through integrating business support, innovation, and trade policy. In a critical view, the research also acknowledged UK manufacturing has its international linkage and high value-added nature can erode export competitiveness. This also has wider implications for economic resilience and production. Here. This study will offer how UK manufacturing forms can address this issue for strategic relevance and policy insights throughout the evolving trade-manufacturing paradigm
[bookmark: _Toc214028719]2. Literature review
The COVID-19 shock triggered a fresh series of trade-policy interventions like tariffs, export restrictions and non-tariff measures and the way they reorganized manufacturing trade flows and the strategy of firms. 
Trade policy tools
Trade policy followed closely by Evenett et al., (2022) of the pandemic reveals that in many instances, states enacted temporary export controls and medical or food specific restrictions. It indicated a shift to more intrusive trade tools, which increased the costs to companies active in cross-border production. The timely communication regarding trade policy actions is important to businesses that want to increase production and require procuring inputs to drive that production and to the authority’s assigned authority over purchasing vital suppliers, and policy analysts keen on determining the impact and efficacy of policymaking in line with the pandemic. Others responded to limit exports and liberalize imports to establish changes in their pre-Covid trade policy regime on a long-term basis, others responded on only one dimension, either by reducing trade or liberalizing trade. 
According to Chen, and Tan, (2024) explains the presence of tariffs and trade policy shocks in a large-scale damping of GVC embeddedness, especially in secondary manufacturing sectors, its implies that tariffs decrease the level of participation in a cross-border production network, as opposed to merely changing final-goods trade.
Global Value Chains (GVCs) and Firm Strategy
On the other hand, Kersan-Škabić, (2022) approaches the firm-level or internationalisation viewpoint, which states that the pandemic made conversations on de-risking and reshoring more conversations, though they stress the heterogeneity. Bigger and more vertically integrated producers had an easier time restructuring supply, but SMEs were hit by the pandemic with acute disruptions, and in many markets they pulled out. Production along the global value chains (GVCs) and the retrieval of an intermediate product has been hindered by the covid-19 pandemic, leading to losses in most MNCs, thus to decreased global GDP. There was an increase in protectionism in respect to the local supply of medical equipment in trade policy.  In contrast, Zahoor et al., (2023) who describe the period as one of de-globalization whereby protectionist forces were more institutionalized. This records a continued reorganization of GVCs and finds that policy changes during and after covid-19 have longer lasting consequences to governance and geography of GVCs.
UK manufacturing market
The UK-centric manufacturing context Bailey, (2023) concludes that UK advanced manufacturing was subjected to intensified frictions due to pandemic mitigation strategies causing pre-existing high Brexit-related non-tariff barriers to increase. The outcome was that the effects of this were unevenly distributed, with large-scale OEMs bearing the expenses or redressing their logistics structures and small suppliers reducing exports. This is a contrast of UK evidence with cross-country studies indicating some regions were experiencing more intra-regional sourcing as a resilience measure instead of complete reshoring. 
Transaction Cost Economics (TCE) theory
The theory of Transaction Cost Economics (TCE) is used to analyse make-or-buy choices. It suggests that businesses, motivated by opportunism and constrained rationality, select the governance structure—market, hybrid, or hierarchical—that reduces transaction costs. This theory is also known as firm-level expectations, in which cross-border transaction costs are on the increase such as tariffs, border delays, firms internalize activities to reduce ex post hazards or shortening supply chains (Basiru et al., 2023). The management lenses such as the ability to think and act strategically such as the real options and capabilities explain heterogeneity in responses. The companies that have greater absorptive power or logistic capability make investments in flexible contracts and multi-sourcing, and resource constraint companies diminish international activity.  To test the TCE theory, Khorana et al., (2022) investigate how GVC firms are likely to make location and control decisions with the development. The management process of a difficult structure company and high quality management system. 
The opportunistic, bounded rationality, and transaction hazards-focused TCE principles guide surveys to gauge particular transaction costs like search, negotiation, and monitoring. The characteristics of governance structures like market, hybrid, and hierarchical and how well they lower these costs.
Literature gap
There are still notable gaps in this literature review of the study:  
· To begin with, the UK-specific, firm-level causality distinguishing between marginal post-COVID tariff impacts and non-tariff impacts by the pandemic. It is also unavailable or blurred with other Brexit shocks - most of the research mixes the two. 
· Longitudinal micro data of accommodation of SMEs over large manufactures with regard to contract form, pricing, and selection on market. 
· Effective and cost-trade-off of firm strategies such as regionalization, reshoring, multi-sourcing of the UK context has poor research. 
To close these gaps, matched firm trade data experimental designs are needed to separate policy vs. structural drivers.
[bookmark: _Toc214028720]3. Methodology
Research philosophy 
The research philosophy that will be applied in this study is pragmatism because it guides the research to explore the impact of post-COVID trade barriers on the adaptation of global strategy in the UK automotive manufacturing industry. Pragmatism is well suited to the research that aims at coming up with practical context specific solutions to complicated real-life issues (Brister, 2024). Pragmatism believes that knowledge is built by interaction of experience, action and consequences. The quantitative data can be used to determine the measurable trends, such as the delay in production, costs changes, or changes in export volumes whereas the qualitative data can offer more insight into the way the managers think, how they make strategic decisions, and how firms adjust to the changes. Pragmatism upholds this two-sided orientation stating that the effectiveness of a method in tackling the research problem is its value.
Research approach 
This is helpful for researchers to obtain an in-depth guide on their collection and analysis of data. ‘Inductive’, ‘deductive’ and ‘abductive’ are commonly used as research approaches by researchers. In the ‘inductive’ approach, researchers can produce a wide and generalised view on a topic based on specific observation or pattern (Vears and Gillam, 2022). In comparison to this, researchers utilising deductive approaches can generate specific outcomes considering collection of data that are numeric in nature. This study will adopt a abductive research approach to examine how the UK automotive manufacturing industry has responded strategically to trade barriers that have arisen due to COVID. Abductive approach enables the investigator to alternatively act through empirical observations and the existent theoretical frameworks, developing explanations to respond to the facts of the world (Tavory and Timmermans, 2022). Within the framework of this study, quantitative results indicate trends to be further explained, whereas quantitative data on managers, policy analysts, and industry experts reveal why such trends appear and how companies can change their strategies. 
Research design 
It is called the strategy employed by researchers to get answers to their research questions. ‘Exploratory’ and ‘explanatory’ are two different types of research designs used by researchers. In ‘exploratory’ design, there is freedom for researchers to access data from various sources (Olawale et al., 2023). However, in the case of explanatory design, researchers are needed to follow a structured method for their data collection and analysis. An explanatory sequential mixed method design will suit the present study perfectly as it will enable the research to initially determine the presence of specific patterns of post-COVID trade barriers on the key performance levels of the UK automotive manufacturers. Managers, supply chain specialists and policy stakeholder interviews will assist in revealing the why of the numbers- explaining strategic choices like nearshoring, supplier diversification, greater digitalisation or cooperating with EU-based distributors. This design is suitable within a highly dynamic and heterogeneous context such as the post-COVID trade environment, in which it is impossible to include managerial reasoning, political uncertainty or organisational adaptation dynamics by quantitative patterns alone.

Data collection
There are two distinct methods available to researchers for their data collection process. These are ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ methods. In the first method, non-numeric forms of data are obtained by researchers (Mulisa, 2022). As a result of this, findings generated in research works are in-depth, supported by views and perspectives of people. In contrast, numeric forms of data are accumulated by researchers as they choose a ‘quantitative’ method for data collection. This helps to make the research outcomes more specific and measurable. This study will adopt a mixed  method (both qualitative and quantitative) for data collection and will be employed to execute this research. 
Sampling
It is considered as the process of selecting participants from a population for the goal of data collection. ‘Probability’ and ‘non-probability’ are two common types of sampling considered by researchers. There will be application of non-probability sampling in execution of this research. In this sampling method, researchers apply their subjective judgement to choose samples (Rahman, 2023). Under this sampling method, there will be application of purposive sampling technique to choose participants. For this study, purposive sampling will be chosen as specific expertise required for quantitative data collection. Following this executives and managers associated with the automotive manufacturing sector of the UK will be chosen as samples for this research. These participants will be able to offer valuable insights on the impact of post-COVID trade barriers, such as tariffs and protectionism on the international growth of UK based manufacturers.
Data analysis
As both quantitative and qualitative data will be collected, this study will follow a convergent mixed-method analysis. For analysing primary quantitative data, IBM SPSS software will be used. Therefore, it refers to a tool that helps to interpret data that are quantitative in nature (Rahman and Muktadir, 2021). Therefore, analysis will be done as descriptive statistics, correlation, regression and Cronbach Alpha test for finding internal consistency and relation in between research variables. Therefore, in terms of qualitative data analysis secondary sources such as industry reports, scholarly articles will be integrated by following thematic technique. 
Ethical considerations
This research will be conducted following all data protection guidelines such as Data Protection Act (2018) along with University data privacy regulations (Phillips, 2021).. Informed consent forms will be signed and collected from all the participants before they take part in the data collection process. This form will contain information regarding the purpose of the research and the types of data that will be collected. All the participants will have complete freedom to withdraw from the data collection anytime without showing any reason. Most importantly, it will be ensured that nobody is harmed because of the execution of this research.
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The anticipated conclusions of the study will most probably demonstrate that trade barriers after COVID, including expanding checking of goods, discrepancy in regulatory norms, changes in the supply chain, and the rise of costs on logistics, has considerably hampered the competitiveness of the UK automotive producing industry. All these barriers are likely to have transformed the internationalisation strategies of firms to the point of depending on EU markets to diversify to emerging markets with more favourable trade arrangements. The results can also point to the way non-tariff obstacles, especially the ones to do with the rules of origin and regulatory compliance, have made the operations more complicated and less profitable to the manufacturers in the UK. In addition, the study expects to reveal that the market expansion barriers such as labour shortage and inaccessibility to major raw materials have hampered the capacity of the sector to grow internationally. But the evidence can suggest that adaptive strategic responses could be nearshoring, automation investment, and the establishment of international relationships to address these problems. The total outcome of the research is thought to be a determination that a combination of specific government trade policies, innovation-driven incentive, and increased global supply chain collaboration will play a central role in helping the UK automotive industry to regain international competitiveness and resilience in a post-pandemic global trade environment.
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(Source: Gantt Chart)
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