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Research Topic: Impacts of the UK-EU TCA on SMEs in the food and beverage sector in West Midlands: Perishable Goods, Trade Barriers and Business Resilience
1. Introduction (300 words)
Since January 2021, UK-EU trade has been governed by the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA). Although the TCA preserved zero tariffs and quotas, it ended frictionless single market access and introduced customs formalities, rules of origin and sanitary, and phytosanitary (SPS) controls. Du, Shepotylo and Shi (2025) estimate that the TCA cut the value of UK agri-food exports to the EU by 35.1% and volumes by 46.6% and raised export prices by 20.8%. For businesses trading perishable goods, border delays directly cause quality risks, waste and lost contracts (Du, Messenger and Shepotylo, 2024).
These costs mostly impact the small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which lack the financial capacity to absorb an increase in fixed compliance costs (Du, Shepotylo and Shi, 2025; European Parliamentary Research Service, 2025). The West Midlands provides a compelling context as research by Wilson and Linares-Zegarra (2023) found that 42.4% of the region's SMEs anticipating a fall in turnover attributed this to Brexit. However, evidence remains largely national and quantitative, with evidence that shows how the region's food and beverage SMEs have experienced the TCA.
Using a qualitative design, the study will conduct semi-structured interviews with owners and managers of West Midlands food and beverage SMEs trading with the EU to establish the impact of the post-TCA UK trading environment on their business. The potential outcome is a detailed account of how the TCA has affected cross-border trade, product quality, delivery times and costs, together with the adaptation strategies firms employ and the support they need, producing evidence of value to policymakers, support organisations and the academic debate on regional resilience.
2. Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions (170 words)
Aim: To investigate how the UK-EU TCA has affected cross-border trade, product quality, delivery times and costs for food and beverage SMEs in the West Midlands, and to identify how they adapt and what support they need to remain resilient.
Three focused, manageable objectives reflect realistic access to genuine data through regional business networks:
1. To examine how TCA-related trade barriers have affected cross-border trade volumes, delivery times and costs for food and beverage SMEs in the West Midlands.
2. To explore how product perishability and quality requirements shape the responses of these SMEs to post-TCA trading conditions.
3. To identify the adaptation strategies these businesses have adopted and the support they need to build resilience.

The corresponding research questions are:
1. How has the UK-EU TCA affected trade volumes, delivery times, costs and product quality for food and beverage SMEs in the West Midlands?
2. How are these SMEs adapting their operations and supply chains in response to these changes?
3. What forms of support would most effectively strengthen the resilience of these businesses?
3. Literature Review (340 words)
Research measuring the aggregate effect of the TCA is growing. Du, Satoglu and Shepotylo (2023) document significant declines in UK-EU trade during the agreement's first year, while Du, Liu, Shepotylo and Shi (2024) show that UK exports to the EU fell by 27% between 2021 and 2023, with exported product varieties declining by 33%. Both attribute these outcomes principally to non-tariff measures, finding that the effects intensified over time. Focusing on agri-food trade, Du, Shepotylo and Shi (2025) show that the absence of mutual recognition of SPS standards has created border checks, paperwork and costs that mostly heavily impact smaller exporters in the SME sector.
A second angle of research has examined how SMEs experience Brexit-related disruption. In their study, Brown, Linares-Zegarra and Wilson (2019) showed that, even before departure, that small and exporting SMEs were the most exposed to Brexit-related uncertainty. Using the Longitudinal Small Business Survey, Wilson and Linares-Zegarra (2023) found that between 20.3% and 24.5% of UK SMEs regarded Brexit as a major obstacle between 2018 and 2021 that had consequences for investment, internationalisation and turnover expectations. The European Parliamentary Research Service (2025) also reports that smaller firms struggle most with customs formalities and regulatory checks, which confirms that the burden of trade disintegration affects the SMEs more than the big businesses.
A third angle of research addresses resilience and adaptation of SMEs. Brown, Kalafsky, Mawson and Davies (2020), studying Scottish SMEs, conceptualise Brexit as an external shock and show that regional resilience depends on the resources and adaptive capabilities of small firms. Filippaios (2019) found that currency volatility, fragile customer networks and rising trade costs undermined SME confidence, arguing that targeted support could mitigate these effects. At the aggregate level, Du, Liu, Shepotylo and Shi (2024) observe adaptation through export diversion towards non-EU markets.
Despite this literature, gaps remain as existing studies rely on national statistics or large surveys, which reveal little about the lived experience and coping strategies of individual firms. Almost no research examines food and beverage SMEs qualitatively, none focuses on the West Midlands, and the distinctive challenges of perishable goods, including quality deterioration and delivery time sensitivity, remain underexplored. 
4. Research Methods (250 words)
The study adopts an interpretivist philosophy and an inductive, qualitative approach, which is appropriate because the research questions concern the experiences and perceptions of SME owners and managers rather than hypothesis testing (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). A single qualitative method is chosen deliberately because the aim is depth within a defined population, and a qualitative design would exceed the manageable scope of the study.
The population comprises West Midlands food and beverage SMEs, defined as businesses with fewer than 250 employees, that export to or import from the EU. Purposive sampling will recruit 12 to 15 owners or senior managers through genuine regional channels, including the Food and beverage Federation, chambers of commerce and growth hubs. Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews of 30 to 45 minutes, conducted online or in person, recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim. Questions will map onto the research questions, covering trade volumes, costs, delivery times, product quality, adaptation and support needs.

Data will be analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following the six phase procedure of familiarisation, coding, theme generation, review, definition and reporting (Braun and Clarke, 2021), with themes interpreted against each research question and contextualized using published trade data. Ethical safeguards include informed consent, anonymisation, secure data storage and university ethics approval. The main limitation is that a small qualitative sample cannot support statistical generalisation; however, the depth of insight suits the exploratory purpose of the research.
5. Potential Implications (140 words)
The study is expected to find that TCA-related frictions have raised costs, lengthened delivery times and created quality risks for perishable products, and that SMEs have responded through order consolidation, stockpiling, use of EU-based distributors and diversion towards domestic or non-EU markets, consistent with the patterns identified by Du, Liu, Shepotylo and Shi (2024). Variation in adaptive capacity linked to firm resources is also expected, echoing Brown, Kalafsky, Mawson and Davies (2020).
The implications will be threefold. For policymakers, the findings will show where support, such as customs training, export grants or advocacy for simplified SPS and veterinary arrangements, would be most effective (Du, Messenger and Shepotylo, 2024). For support organisations, the study identifies practical guidance needs. Academically, it contributes original, regionally and sector specific evidence to debates on SME resilience (Wilson and Linares-Zegarra, 2023).
6. Conclusion (50 words)
This proposal has set out a qualitative study of how the UK-EU TCA has affected food and beverage SMEs in the West Midlands. It has established the rationale and literature gap, defined three focused objectives and questions, described an interpretivist methodology, and identified the expected academic, policy and practical contributions.
7. Research Timeline: Gantt Chart
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