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Overview and summary

This is an historic moment for the United 
Kingdom as the country finally departs from the 
European Union after four years of negotiation - 
but into a global economy challenged by severe 
disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The UK economy has been one of the worst 
affected by the pandemic among the major 
economies in the OECD and its recovery remains 
weak, hindered by uncertainty around the mid-
term outlook for the UK after Brexit.

Now the terms of the UK’s departure from the 
EU are settled, some expect renewed global 
interest in British businesses over the next 
12 months - and landing new foreign direct 
investment is a clearly an important priority 
for the UK government, which advanced two 
new initiatives promoting FDI in November 
2020. First, Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
established a new Office for Investment - based 
in the Department for International Trade but 
under the sponsorship of the Prime Minister and 
Chancellor of the Exchequer – to help attract 
high value, high impact FDI into the UK. Second, 
the government introduced the National Security 
and Investment Bill, which will establish a new 
regime for monitoring inward investment on 
national security grounds.

FTI Consulting has surveyed the general public 
about its current perceptions of inbound FDI. 
This polling largely repeats a survey conducted 
on the same topic in 2012 – a year dominated by 
reports of banking misconduct, fiscal austerity, 
the geopolitical gyrations of the Arab Spring and 
– in the UK at least – the London Olympics. 

At that time, the public reported much higher 
levels of concern about where overseas 
investments were coming from and which 
sectors were being invested in.

Happily, the overwhelming majority of the UK 
public today have a positive view of FDI – if 
done in the right way. Potential investors must 
communicate their intentions transparently 
and honestly. Job retention and investment in 
innovation remain of paramount importance. 
Despite – or perhaps, because of Brexit - public 
are more relaxed than before about visa 
restrictions being eased to allow overseas 
business people to work in the UK.

But this largely positive picture is not universal. 
There are significant regional differences 
in attitudes towards FDI, and sharply rising 
concerns about investment from specific 
countries. A vocal (albeit smaller) minority 
remain motivated to speak out and campaign 
against investments of which they do not 
approve. A majority think the government should 
be directly involved in some decisions about 
business investments from overseas.

Understanding public sentiment and 
communicating proposed investments effectively 
– both internally and externally - can mean 
the difference between long-term success or 
failure. This report sets out the state of public 
attitudes towards FTI as well as desirable – and 
undesirable - behaviours and characteristics of 
foreign investors. 

Research methodology
FTI Consulting conducted research amongst a 
representative sample of n=1,100 people in the 
UK general population on 9 and 10 December 
2020. They are representative of the opinions 
and view of the general public at this specific 
point in time.

The 2020 survey repeats many of the same 
questions from a previous survey into UK 
perceptions of foreign direct investment. This 
was carried out between 23 November - 3 

December 2012 and involved a representative 
sample of n=1,086 people in the UK population. 
Results have been compared/contrasted 
where appropriate and relevant to do so.

As a consequence of rounding, the answers  
to all questions may not add up to 100%.

For more information on the research
methodology please contact  
dan.healy@fticonsulting.com.

mailto:dan.healy%40fticonsulting.com?subject=
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The right stuff
The UK public is both overwhelmingly positive – and concerned - about inbound foreign direct investment

The overwhelming majority of individuals surveyed 
(74%) said they have a positive view of inbound 
foreign direct investment (FDI), a figure that has 
remained stable since 2012. 

However, respondents did not think that others 
shared this perspective, with only 58% saying they 
believed the wider general public has a positive view 
of FDI.

While positive about FDI, the UK population is 
simultaneously concerned about its impact. 79% said 
that they would be concerned about the acquisition 
of a UK company by an overseas investor, the same 
as in 2012. Just over half (56%) said they would be 
concerned about an overseas investor acquiring a 
minority share in a UK company and 63% said they 
would be concerned about a foreign stock market 
listing – all slight increases on 2012 figures.

When asked what most concerned them:
• 46% said the ‘potential for gaining  

political influence’

• 36% said ‘reducing the number of  
competitors in the marketplace’

• 32% answered ‘acquiring technology’  
and ‘obtaining knowhow in order to  
make it cheaper elsewhere’.

The UK population are closely split (49-51) on 
whether the government should place restrictions 
on inbound FDI. However, approximately 7 in 10 
agree the UK government should be involved in 
decisions on business investment from overseas. 

This ambivalence is likely to reflect the current state 
of UK political and media discourse about the future 
of the economy post Brexit. 

The UK public want to see the country thrive as 
a hub for global business. However, memorable 
foreign direct investments into the UK over the past 
10-15 years have underlined to the public the need 
to ensure that investors in the country’s strategic 
industries are trustworthy and committed to the 
long term.

Indian giant Tata, for example, was applauded at 
the time for its acquisitions of ‘prized British assets’ 
such as Corus (now Tata Steel) and Jaguar Land 
Rover, underlining the importance of a long-term 
commitment to the UK.

However, the Cadbury-Kraft merger in 2010, the 
recent Huawei 5G dispute and Hitachi’s withdrawal 
from planned investments in the UK’s nuclear 
energy sector, announced in September, are 
all examples of more troubled or controversial 
investments over the past decade.

Politicians and business leaders seen as ‘less 
positive’ about FDI than in 2012
Since 2012, fewer of the general public believe that 
political and business leaders have a positive view 
of FDI, suggesting that these groups need to do 
more to communicate their enthusiasm for, and the 
benefits of, overseas investment into the UK. 

On the other hand, more people believe the media 
have a positive attitude towards FDI than they did in 
2012 (up from 54% to 59%), reflecting the increased 
focus on UK economic growth and emphasis on 
international competitiveness in the run up to the 
UK’s departure from the European Union. 

Graph 1: Advice for government on restricting FDI*
Q. How strongly do you agree or disagree between the following statements?
(Please select one response between the two opposing statements)

Graph 2: Advice for government on being involved in FDI*
Q. How strongly do you agree or disagree between the following statements?
(Please select one response between the two opposing statements) 

17% 33% 34% 16%2020

2012 15% 40% 35% 10%

7% 22% 40% 31%2020

2012 6% 24% 43% 27%

My government should 
restrict overseas 
investment in my country

My government should not be 
involved in decisions on business 
investments from overseas

* Base (UK general population): n = 1,100 (2020); n = 1,086 (2012)
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(Not just) a London state of mind
Perceptions of FDI across UK nations and regions

While the majority of respondents overall said they had 
a positive view toward inbound overseas investment, 
there are pronounced national and regional variations.

Almost four in five people in both Scotland and Wales 
said they had a positive view of FDI, increasing to 86% 
in Northern Ireland (albeit with a lower sample size 
surveyed for Northern Ireland than for some of the 
other regions).

Across England, the regions with the most positive 
sentiment were the North East (82% positive), London 
(79% positive) and Yorkshire and the Humber (77% 
positive).

At the other extreme, four in ten (41%) of respondents 
based in the South West of England said they had a 
negative view of FDI. People from the South West were 
most concerned about overseas investments potentially 
being used to acquire technology (42%) or gain political 
influence (42%). Across the UK population as a whole, 
32% were concerned about FDI being used to acquire 
technology, while 46% were concerned about the 
potential for FDI to be used to gain political influence.

Beyond this, the regions with the greatest negative 
sentiment toward FDI were the West Midlands (33% 
negative) and South East (30% negative) – which is 
perhaps surprising given that these regions attract 
more FDI than any other regions outside London.

(albeit with a lower sample size 
surveyed for Northern Ireland than for 

some of the other regions).

Positive views of FDI

Concerns from the South West 
that overseas investments 
potentially being used to 

Concerns across the UK that FDI 
is being used to 
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Table 1: Concern about overseas investment from industries*
Q. In which of the following industries would you be concerned about overseas investment into your country?
(Please select all that apply)

Industry % who selected response in 2020 (% change on 2012)
Defence 40% 17%

Banking & Finance 36% 15%

Biotech, Healthcare & Pharma 31%

Oil & Gas 31% 18%

Telecommunications 29% 3%

Energy & Utilities 27% 13%

None of the above 24% 8%

Food Processing 23% 1%

High Tech and Advanced Industries 22%

Agriculture & Farming 21% 13%

Education 20% 18%

Transportation & Logistics 15% 5%

Industrial / Manufacturing 14% 7%

Metals & Mining 13% 9%

Media and Entertainment 13% 4%

Real Estate 12% 12%

Construction / Home Building 11% 12%

Automotive 10% 6%

Travel & Tourism 10% 4%

Consumer / Retail 9% 4%

Service Industry 9% 9%

Overall, levels of concern 
about investment across 
most sectors have fallen 
significantly since FTI 
Consulting originally asked 
this question in 2012. 

Telecommunications was 
the only sector where more 
people expressed concerns 
compared with 2012 – though 
the increase was modest (up 
3% to 29%). 

This is likely to reflect 
public debate about 
Huawei’s investment into 
UK telecommunications 
infrastructure which was a key 
topic in mid 2020.

(Not just) a London state of mind (continued)
Perceptions of FDI across UK nations and regions

* Base (UK general population): n = 1,100 (2020); n = 1,086 (2012)
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Brits go global
Concerns about FDI provenance significantly lower than in 2012… with two exceptions

The UK public report lower levels of overall concern about the 
provenance of inbound foreign direct investment than they did in 
2012. 

This potentially reflects the past decade’s geopolitical shifts away 
from a focus on unrest and disruption across the Middle East and 
toward the (re)emergence of China and Russia as economic and 
geopolitical competitors with the West.

Lowest concern  
(5% or under)
Australia
Canada
France
Germany
Maldives
Morocco
Nepal
Netherlands 
New Zealand
Philippines
Poland 
Portugal
Seychelles
Singapore
South Africa
Spain 
Sri Lanka
Thailand
Togo

Medium concern  
(5-20%)
Afghanistan 
Algeria
Bahrain
Bangladesh
Egypt 
India
Japan
Jordan
Kazakhstan
Kenya
Kuwait
Lebanon 
Libya
Nigeria
Oman
Pakistan
Palestine
Qatar
Romania
Sudan
Syria
Turkey
Turkmenistan 
United Arab 
Emirates
United States
Vietnam 
Yemen

High concern  
(20% or more)
China
Russia
Iran 
Iraq
Saudi Arabia 

Singapore
MALDIVES

PALESTINE

BAHRAIN

KUWAIT
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Brits go global (continued)
Concerns about FDI provenance significantly lower than in 2012… with two exceptions

Investments from China and Russia the main concern
Compared with 2012, the UK public has significantly higher levels 
of concern about overseas investments from China and Russia.

Concerns about investments from Chinese and Russian state-
owned companies and sovereign wealth funds have increased by 
approximately 10%, with 4 in 10 now saying they would be ‘very 
concerned’ about these.

Only 1 in 4 (approximately 25%) of respondents are ‘unconcerned’ 
about FDI of any type originating from China or Russia.

COVID 19 and Brexit*
When asked about the most significant obstacles holding back 
overseas investment into the UK:

• 51% agreed uncertainty over Brexit remained a  
significant factor

• 47% believed COVID 19 restrictions had obstructed FDI

• 39% replied ongoing uncertainty over UK trade deals had 
dampened appetites for investment.

As a consequence of Brexit and COVID 19, a core of approximately 
15% of the general public now regard themselves as ‘more 
supportive’ of overseas investments than they were previously, 
including company acquisitions, minority shareholdings, joint 
venture partnerships, stock market listings and company creation.

Conversely, a further 10-15% now regard themselves as  
‘less supportive’.

More positively, 40% of the UK public favour the relaxation of visa 
restrictions for business people coming to work in the UK, a 5% 
increase on 2012.

46% say they would pay more for items made in Britain over 
identical items manufactured elsewhere.

Graph 3: Respondent concerns about investments into their country from China*
Q. Generally speaking, how concerned are you with investment into your country from the following 
sources? China 
(Please select one column response for each row)

Graph 4: Respondent concerns about investments into their country from Russia*
Q. Generally speaking, how concerned are you with investment into your country from the following 
sources? Russia
(Please select one column response for each row)

33% 33%

42% 41%

40% 40%

42% 41%

34% 36%

36% 36%

24% 25%

24% 23%

24% 24%

∎ Very concerned ∎ Very concerned ∎ Slightly concerned ∎ Slightly concerned ∎ Unconcerned ∎ Unconcerned

Non-state owned company 
from China (2020)

Non-state owned company 
from Russia (2020)

State-owned company from 
China (2020)

State-owned company from 
Russia (2020)

State-owned fund from China 
(Sovereign wealth fund) (2020)

State-owned fund from Russia 
(Sovereign wealth fund) (2020)

Non-state owned company 
from China (2012)

Non-state owned company 
from Russia (2012)

State-owned company from 
China (2012)

State-owned company from 
Russia (2012)

State-owned fund from China 
(Sovereign wealth fund) (2012)

State-owned fund from Russia 
(Sovereign wealth fund) (2012)

27% 30%

31% 33%

30% 32%

39% 38%

41% 39%

41% 41%

33% 32%

28% 28%

29% 28%

* Base (UK general population): n = 1,100 (2020); n = 1,086 (2012)

By contrast, levels of reported concern about state-backed and private investment from Brazil, India, Japan, and Singapore have remained broadly unchanged since 2012.
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Trust is earned
Communicating an investment – insights from the UK

With UK stocks increasingly 
seen as undervalued, the 
weakness of sterling, and with 
the end of Brexit negotiations 
finally providing greater clarity 
about the UK’s medium-term 
economic prospects, 2021 is 
likely to see an intensification 
of overseas investment and 
particularly M&A activity.

As our survey illustrates, the 
UK public are receptive to 
overseas investment but are 
concerned about potential 
negative consequences for UK 
businesses and employees.

For international companies 
considering an acquisition 
of a UK business or another 
form of direct investment, 
an effective communications 
strategy is critically important.

When underway, our data 
suggests the UK public form 
their opinions of an acquisition 
or investment by triangulating 
messages from leadership 
of the investor and target, 
as well as employees of the 
target company. 

However, the views of 
employees are clearly 
perceived as most important, 
underlining the importance of 
proactive and robust employee 
communications throughout 
an investment process. 

Media, online communities and 
local community leaders are 
perceived as less important 
to informing public opinion, 
although at the same time it 
must be recognised that all 
three are important channels 
to provide information to 
public audiences.

When asked which groups it was important for an overseas company planning an 
acquisition to communicate with, more people regarded communication with the general 
public to be important than with local community leaders or the media. 

Unsurprisingly, employees and customers are perceived as important audiences.

Graph 5: Important stakeholders to communicate with*
Q. How important do you consider it to be for an overseas company making an  
acquisition of a company in your country to communicate with the following groups?
(Please select one column response for each row). SUM: Important

Graph 6: Views of important stakeholders*
Q. Whose view would you like to hear during a proposed acquisition 
of a company in your country to help you form an opinion about it?
(Please select all that apply)

Employees in the company Employees in the company

Business leaders Senior leaders doing the 
acquisition

Political leaders Political leaders

Media in your country

Media in your country

Local community leaders

General population Senior leaders of the acquisition 
target in your country

Customers of the company Business leaders

Local community leaders Customers of the company

Online community

Online community

None of the above

General population

92% 43%

88% 35%

75% 18%

20%

82% 19%

10%

83% 23%

14%

84% 27%

87% 30%

87% 33%

Managing public expectations

* Base (UK general population): n = 1,100
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The UK public are most likely to be reassured by statements committing to the preservation of jobs (82%), increases in UK job security (82%) and increased spending on innovation (80%).

Confirmation that the company will become part of a global network was the least reassuring message (28% said it was ‘not reassuring’), followed by ‘investment will allow the company to 
expand into other markets’ and ‘natural resources will be processed further before exporting’ (25% apiece thought these statements were ‘not reassuring’).

This aligns with the well known significance the UK public attaches to the creation and preservation of quality jobs and the desire to position Britain as a global centre for innovation and 
R&D – rather than as an exporter of raw materials or low-value manufacturing.

Company attributes and values 

The attributes and values of potential 
investors are important to the UK public 
and help individuals to form their opinions 
about a transaction or venture.

By far the most important attribute for 
those surveyed was honesty, with 58% 
believing it particularly important for 
overseas investors to possess to be 
successful in the UK.

Other important characteristics were 
transparency (49%), followed by reliability 
(41%), clear and coherent communication 
(34%) and efficiency (32%).

The least important characteristics were 
assertiveness (9%), a results driven 
approach (11%) and creative thinking 
(16%) – while these are likely to be vital 
for businesses, they are not important 
attributes to the UK public.

What clearly emerges from this data 
is the importance of integrity and 
trustworthiness. Companies prepared to 
communicate honestly and clearly and 
honour their promises and obligations are 
likely to be viewed positively, regardless of 
their provenance.

10% of the population are 
motivated to mobilise around 
concerns

Compared with 2012, the UK general 
public today are much more likely to do 
nothing when presented with an overseas 
investment they are concerned about – 
45% would take no action, compared with 
33% in 2012.

They are also much less likely to discuss it 
with people they know – just 33% would do 
this in 2020, versus 49% in 2012.

However, just over 1 in 10 would take to 
social media or a blog to express their 
concerns, while the same number would 
contact their local political representatives, 
join a protest group or sign a petition.

Companies investing in the UK cannot 
therefore assume that public apathy will 
result in any detractors remaining silent – 
as a core of just over 10% of the population 
are prepared to play an active role 
articulating their concerns publicly.

Reassuring the public

Table 2: Key messages from companies*
Q. How reassuring would the following statements be if an organisation from overseas made them as they acquired a prominent company in your country?
(Please select one column response for each row)

Statement Very 
reassuring

Slightly 
reassuring

Not 
reassuring

SUM: Reassuring (% 
change on 2012 value)

No redundancies will be made 30% 52% 18% 82% 8%

Job security will increase 40% 41% 18% 82% 2%

Spending on innovation will increase 25% 55% 20% 80%

Workforce will be retrained 31% 48% 21% 79% 4%

Spending on developing infrastructure will increase 28% 51% 21% 79%

Amount of investment in your economy will increase 32% 46% 22% 78% 5%

The acquiring company will maintain open communication 31% 46% 22% 78% 6%

Operations in your country will expand 29% 48% 23% 77% 4%

The acquiring entity will facilitate the company to expand into other markets 22% 53% 25% 75% 4%

Natural resources will be processed further before exporting 27% 48% 25% 75% 8%

The company will become part of a global network 20% 51% 28% 72% 6%

Trust is earned (continued)
Communicating an investment – insights from the UK

* Base (UK general population): n = 1,100 (2020); n = 1,086 (2012)



Our experience in Foreign Direct Investment:

FTI’s London-based Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) communications team has over 20 years’ experience of working with IPAs, government 
agencies and governments across the globe. Together with FTI’s heritage in financial, investor and corporate communications we continue 
to advise leading blue-chip organisations most of which are active global investors in those very FDI destinations we represent. As such 
we understand how to differentiate compelling FDI destinations and what matters most to those companies considering global investment. 
Through our global network we work with FDI professionals to develop and implement results-driven communications programmes to 
attract investment across multiple industry sectors. 

To learn more please contact:
Christopher Clark
Senior Managing Director 
T +44 (0)20 3727 1096
christopher.clark@fticonsulting.com

Dan Healy
Managing Director 
T +44 (0)20 3727 1239
dan.healy@fticonsulting.com

About FTI Consulting:
FTI Consulting is an independent global business advisory firm dedicated to helping organisations manage change, mitigate risk and resolve disputes: financial, 

legal, operational, political & regulatory, reputational and transactional. FTI Consulting professionals, located in all major business centres throughout the world, 

work closely with clients to anticipate, illuminate and overcome complex business challenges and opportunities. For more information, visit www.fticonsulting.com 

and connect with us on Twitter (@FTIConsulting), Facebook and LinkedIn.www.fticonsulting.com. The views expressed in any of the articles or other content hosted 

on this site are those of the author(s) and not necessarily the views of FTI Consulting, its management, its subsidiaries, its affiliates, or its other professionals. 
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