
Brexit Industry Insights
Professional and Business 
Services
With the UK’s default to leave the EU without 
a deal, the professional and business services 
(PBS) sector is vulnerable to disruption. 
The sector is faced with simultaneously 
navigating fierce debates over its regulation and 
effectiveness, whilst mitigating the impacts of 
Brexit – including the impact of restrictions on 
movement of professionals, access to talent, 
recognition of professional qualifications and 
rights to establishment. The winners will be 
those in the sector prepared for change and 
alive to the opportunities.

Brexit and the Professional and 
Business Services sector
The PBS sector covers a range of diverse, geographically 
mobile and knowledge‑intensive industries which provide 
specialised support to businesses. It constitutes legal 
services, audit, accountancy, advertising and market 
research, management consultancy, architectural and 
engineering activities and employment activities1 – each of 
which faces a unique set of potential Brexit impacts.

Collectively the PBS sector and their service exports 
represent an integral part of the UK economy. According to 
the House of Commons Library statistics, in 2017 the UK 
had a net trade deficit in goods of £137 bilion, but a trade 
surplus in services of £113 billion. PBS provides almost 40% 
of this trade surplus in services, at £42 billion2. The sector 
accounts for 11% (£199 billion) of the UK economy’s gross 
value added1 and 13% (4.7 million) of employment3.

In addition to PBS exports themselves, PBS firms are 
a vital component of the trade and investment support 
ecosystem in facilitating and underpinning UK trade more 
widely.

What does this mean for business?
Some of the key implications for businesses operating in the 
sector:

People
Under a no deal, free movement of people will 
end once the UK leaves the EU. EU/EEA citizens 

resident in the UK before 31 October 2019 will retain 
their rights to settlement and access to services, and they 
will need to apply under the EU settlement scheme by 
31 December 2020. EU/EEA citizens moving to the UK after 
31 October 2019 will for a transitional period be able to 
move to the UK to live and work as they do now. But those 
wishing to stay beyond December 2020 will either need 
to apply for European Temporary Leave to Remain by 
31 December 2020 or leave the UK. The UK is expected to 
introduce a new immigration regime from January 2021 for 
all EU nationals arriving in the UK after this date.
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1. UK Parliament: Exiting the European Union Committee Sectoral Analysis: Professional and Business Services Sector Report https://www.parliament.uk/documents/
commons‑committees/Exiting‑the‑European‑Union/17‑19/Sectoral%20Analyses/28‑Professional‑and‑Business‑Services‑Report%20.pdf

Leaving the Single Market would also 
mean leaving the Digital Single Market 
(DSM). The DSM was set up in 2015 to 
remove regulatory barriers and move 
28 national digital markets to one 
single DSM. It includes regulation on 
geo‑blocking, data portability, VAT for 
cross border e‑commerce, copyright 
directive reforms, the free flow of data 
initiative and e‑privacy regulation.

In the case of geo‑blocking, the UK 
intends to repeal the Geo‑Blocking 
Regulation which will allow traders 
from the UK, EU and third countries to 
discriminate between EU customers 
and UK customers. Conversely, UK 
companies wishing to continue 
operating in the EU must continue 
to treat all EU27 customers in the 
same way.

As the DSM develops, business should 
be alert and mitigate potential post 
Brexit divergence in regulation as well 
as assess growth opportunities in 
markets outside of Europe, including 
the US and Asia.

In focus: Access to the Digital 
Single Market (DSM)

Multinational professional and business service companies often have a highly mobile 
international workforce and are reliant on the efficient deployment of individuals around 
the world including within the EU. Post‑Brexit changes will need to be factored into 
existing processes to avoid delays in putting feet on the ground and/or increased costs. 
For example, immigration requirements for UK nationals planning to work in the EU will 
need to be confirmed on a country‑by‑country basis including expected time lines for 
completion of the immigration process.

Dual social security liabilities could arise for employers and mobile employees if member 
states do not agree to reciprocal arrangements with the UK.

Social security
There may also be impacts on social security for employees and employers 
when working internationally, for example, with liabilities in both the UK and the 

EU member state, adding to the increased administrative requirements.

Access to talent
Due to the specialist skills required by certain professional services firms, it 
may be harder for businesses to secure the key skills they require. The UK 

government has announced a temporary leave to remain scheme for EU/EEA citizens 
under a no‑deal scenario that will allow EU/EEA workers to come to the UK for up to 
36 months. However, all new non‑UK nationals will be subject to the new immigration 
regime to work in the UK, coming into effect from 2021, and it may be administratively 
more difficult and costlier to recruit international employees, including those from the EU, 
EEA, and beyond.

The rules applying to UK nationals living and working in EU member states vary between 
member states. Not all EU27 countries have introduced legislation protecting the rights of 
UK nationals currently residing there, and the arrangements for new arrivals post‑Brexit 
will typically be based on the existing local rules for non‑EU nationals (which are not 
harmonised at EU level).

The UK has also become recognised by some international professionals as a less 
attractive destination to live and work. For instance, Deloitte’s 2017 “Power Up” survey of 
international workers revealed over one‑third of international workers already in the UK – 
including nearly half of highly‑skilled EU workers – say they are considering leaving the UK 
in the next five years4. A decline in the UK’s perceived attractiveness could also make it 
harder to attract and retain the appropriate talent.

Individual member state regulationIn the event of a no‑deal Brexit, or 
services not being a negotiated part of a deal, many of the barriers faced by UK 
companies looking to export their services into the EU would still be governed at 

the individual member state level, with huge variation between EU countries. 
For example, each EU27 member state often has specific requirements for determining 
rights to establishment (for a commercial presence) overseas. These vary between 
countries and can include a range of requirements such as local ownership, nationality of 
directors, or even the name of the organisation.

Regulated professions like legal services, architecture or audit face additional restrictions.
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What can businesses to
do prepare?
 • Continue to monitor key sources of 
information including:

 – Government advice from the UK 
government (Department for Business, 
Energy and Industrial Strategy, the 
Department for Exiting the European 
Union, Department for International 
Trade and the Ministry of Justice), the 
EU, and other countries in which your 
business operates in.

 – Trade associations, industry bodies 
and regulators, such as ICAEW, the 
Law Society, RIBA and the Advertising 
Association.

 – Conduct a services trade continuity and 
market access review to understand 
your exposure into the EU and through 
the rolling over of the EU’s existing trade 
agreements for the UK. Understand what 
rules and regulations could change if you 
are planning to establish a commercial 
presence in the EU27 after Brexit.

 • Undertake a regulatory review to 
understand what changes to the 
standards or regulatory regime could 
mean for your products and services 
where they are delivered, produced and 
sold – in particular with regards to the 
transfer of personal data and the GDPR.

 • Perform a legal review to identify 
potential contractual risks as a result of 
Brexit. Identify impacted terms and plan 
response, e.g. the creation of a precedent 
bank of terms for future re‑negotiation, 
immediate re‑negotiation or repapering.

 • Continue to engage with and encourage 
your existing workforce to certify their 
residency status while also reviewing 
recruitment strategy for critical roles. 
Concurrently, monitor information from 
countries in which you operate to ensure 
you understand local visa and work 
permit requirements.

2. House of Comons Library, Statistics on EU Trade (Nov, 2018) https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP‑7851
3. UK GDP(O) Low Level Aggregates ONS, 2018; ONS Workforce jobs, 2018
4. Deloitte ‘Power Up’ UK Workplace Report (2017) https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/global‑markets/articles/power‑up.html

Data flows
Many PBS organisations rely on the flow of information to deliver their services, 
some of which can fall under the category of personal data, for example 

human resources or payroll data. The free flow of personal data within the EU brings the 
necessary freedom to organisations to drive all aspects of their business operations.
The European Commission (EC) has the power to determine whether a country outside 
of the EU offers an adequate level of data protection and assesses this either through its 
domestic legislation or international commitments into which it has entered. The EC will 
provide an adequacy decision it deems the non‑EU country to have local data protection 
laws of the same or similar standard as the EU. The process of adoption of an adequacy 
decision involves a number of steps and can be a lengthy process. The Commission is not 
expected to start this process in respect of the UK until after the UK leaves the EU.

The UK’s Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) has indicated for a time‑limited period 
in a no‑deal scenario it will recognise EEA states as providing an adequate level of 
protection for personal data. However, this statement has not been matched by the EU. 
For business the critical data flows to assess are those personal data flows originating from 
the EEA. Unless the UK and the EU enter into a separate legal agreement, businesses will 
need to ensure appropriate legal safeguards (e.g. standard contractual clauses and for 
intra‑group transfers, binding corporate rules) are in place to facilitate cross‑border flows of 
personal data.

Consideration will also need to be given to the arrangements the UK has in place with 
third countries. The UK will also preserve the effect of existing EU adequacy decisions with 
third countries for a transitional period. A number of these countries have also indicated 
that they will continue to allow data to flow to the UK. Modified arrangements will apply in 
relation to the EU/US Privacy Shield for UK/US personal data flows.

Commercial Contracts
Contracts may need updating to manage some of the potential risks arising from 
Brexit or in response to Brexit‑related restructuring. Areas of focus include: 

reviewing risk allocation between parties such as which counterparty bears the risk of 
border delays and tariff costs; definitions of key terms; changes to pricing structure or 
frequency of pricing reviews and changes to payment terms and contract enforcement.
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How can Deloitte help?
Deloitte has been supporting multiple businesses across a range of industries to 
understand the implications of, and prepare for, the UK’s withdrawal from the EU. We have 
supported many clients with their Brexit planning. Our teams combine Brexit insights, 
industry knowledge and technical expertise to support our clients with their Brexit 
readiness planning – from risk assessment to applying the lessons learned to optimise for 
the future trading environment.

For further information please contact 
brexitsupport@deloitte.co.uk

Official no‑deal guidance for 
professional and business services

UK No‑deal Technical Note: 
Providing services including those of 
a qualified professional after Brexit
Auditing if there's a no‑deal Brexit
Accounting if there's a no‑deal Brexit
Legal services business owners after 
a no‑deal Brexit
Structuring your business if there's 
a no‑deal Brexit

UK Business Preparation Tool:
Prepare your business or organisation 
for Brexit

European Commission Brexit 
Preparedness:
Professional qualifications
Provision of services and posting of 
workers
Statutory Audit
Data Protection

Information Commissioner’s Office
Data protection if there's no Brexit deal
Leaving the EU – six steps to take

Industry Associations and 
Regulators
ICAEW – Brexit impact on ICAEW 
members
The Law Society – Brexit and the legal 
sector
RIBA Guidance – UK Government 'No 
deal' Brexit Technical Notices
Advertising Association – Brexit

This no‑deal guidance is not 
exhaustive. Companies should 
routinely review the latest official 
updates and technical guidance as and 
when they are published by the UK, EU, 
and individual EU member states.

Further reading
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 • Determine which of your employees will be regularly travelling into the EU to provide 
services which require a professional qualification, and understand whether there will 
be continued recognition of those qualifications. This should be an essential part of your 
people Brexit planning around settled status and other immigration elements.

 • Manage all key stakeholders to understand commitments and expectations. Engage with 
audit committees and liaise with trade bodies and regulators on preparations.

 • Develop a strategy for government engagement on the issues that matter most to the 
business in order to influence future policy.

Antony Raine
Senior Manager, Global Brexit Insights
Tel: +44 (0)20 7007 0695
Email: anraine@deloitte.co.uk
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