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Depending on who you ask, the UK’s exit from the European Union (EU) 

means something between the end of civilisation as we know it, and a 

new era of opportunity for the UK. It’s a complex issue across multiple 

perspectives, politically charged, with implications that are impacting  

every individual and company, operating in and out of the UK. As the exit 

from the EU looms in October 2019 (having been delayed from March), this 

article aims to provide some clarity on the implications for US technology 

vendors, whether they already have well-established European operations 

or are planning market entry. Does Brexit represent risk or opportunity? Is 

London still the best technology hub in Europe?
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WHAT IS BREXIT?
The UK joined the EU in 1973 and has participated, with varying 
degrees of enthusiasm, in the “European Project” of closer 
economic, social, legal and political integration across the 28 
countries that make up the EU. The UK’s level of participation 
has varied widely across initiatives, ranging from complete 
commitment (EU law takes precedence over UK law) to opt-out 
(the UK never converted to the Euro currency system).

Following the surprising outcome to leave the EU in vote by 
referendum in June 2016, the exit date was initially set for March 
2019, but the ongoing political debacle that recently cost the 
Prime Minister her job has delayed Brexit. The implications for 
some industries such as financial services and manufacturing 
(especially in automotive) are becoming apparent and they are not, 
on balance, positive.  Almost every aspect of Brexit is a confusing 
mass of political agendas, lobbying and media speculation. This has 
prompted an increasingly anxious business community to demand 
certainty around exit details, so plans can be made for necessary 
changes to key business functions such as supply chains and labour 
force.

EUROPE TODAY
Europe is not, and never has been a homogenous business 
community. This is often the most surprising aspect of doing 
business in Europe for US companies establishing operations in 
Europe for the first time. 

With 740 million people in 28 countries, there are certainly common 
aspects (often driven by legislation and regulation), but business 
cultures vary dramatically. For example, labour relations are as 
different in France and the UK as you can imagine -  surprising for 
two countries separated by a strip of water a mere 21 miles wide. 

Many of the countries that make up the EU have literally been 
at war with each other over millennia until recent times, leaving 
cultural differences that can be nuanced but are still significant. 
The EU has established common frameworks for doing business 
across multiple countries, however, building a business in Europe 
involves cultural knowledge on how different countries and 
nationalities operate. This applies not only to legislation, currency 
and language, but also to channel structure, online behaviour and 
purchase-related decision-making, all areas relevant to expanding 
technology businesses. For example, according to Bloomberg, 
Germany is still surprisingly cash-oriented and the means of 
payment for 80% of point-of-sale transactions.

WHAT WILL HAPPEN NEXT?
No one knows for sure. While there is an exit structure negotiated 
between the previous Prime Minister and the EU, it was not 
approved by Parliament (despite huge efforts) and may be subject 

to renegotiation. Crashing out without a deal (“No Deal”) remains 
a distinct possibility, which some think could be disastrous, while 
others believe it is the lesser of two evils. No other event in recent 
times has raised the political temperature in the UK to such an 
elevated level.  Many businesses have had to make investment, 
hiring, supply chain  and location decisions based on their own 
assessment of likely scenarios and outcomes. Having synthesised 
much analysis and conversations with industry practitioners, 
thought leaders and professional advisors, I believe it might play 
out something like this.

In The UK
The UK will leave the EU on 31st October 2019. (From this point 
onwards, I refer to mainland Europe plus the UK as “Europe” as 
opposed to the “EU”, made up of the remaining 27 countries.) 
Contrary to some views, business in the UK will not grind to a 
halt on the 1st of November. On exit, most of EU legislation will 
be incorporated into UK law. The UK will remain the number one 
or two biggest market for tech in Europe, in terms of end user 
demand -  it vies with Germany for that accolade. 

Within Europe, the UK will remain the business culture that is most 
similar to that in the US. It’s not just about the language - areas 
such as employment legislation vary across Europe and the UK’s is 
more “employer friendly” than France or the Netherlands. It will 
still have, undeniably, the largest talent pool of senior experienced 
executives who know how to grow US businesses across Europe, 
and arguably the biggest and best engineering/development 
resources (again, Germany is not far behind).

Despite not being on the physical continent of Europe, the UK will 
still have excellent travel and communication links with mainland 
Europe and a favourable tax regime for companies, entrepreneurs 
and stock-option owning employees. Major technology players 
such as Google and Facebook will continue to manage their 
European operations from London. In fact, in November 2017 
- after the Brexit vote, Facebook announced 800 new roles in 
London in addition to its 1,500 existing employees,  creating its 
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biggest engineering hub outside of the US, referring to the UK’s 
“entrepreneurial ecosystem and engineering excellence”. Many 
other major tech companies have increased their commitment to 
the UK since the exit vote.

Atomico’s “State of European Tech” asserts that the UK retains a 
wide range of solid advantages over other European tech hubs 
and easily the most dominant tech ecosystem. The European 
technology startup scene is booming, with record investment levels 
of $19 billion in 2017. While other tech hotspots across Europe 
such as Berlin, Paris, Dublin and Amsterdam are thriving, London 
remains the hub and the most populated location for tech startups. 
Atomico has tracked $19 billion of capital raised in the UK since 
2012, including $5.4 billion in 2017 alone (following the Brexit 
vote). That compares to $11 billion in Germany, $9 billion in France 
and $4 billion in Sweden. Where capital flows, the ecosystem of 
executives, entrepreneurs, engineers, lawyers, accountants and 
even executive search consultants with tech expertise develops. 
Many entrepreneurs see opportunity in the legal and regulatory 
change and many consultancies have benefitted from selling Brexit-
related advice to their clients.

Jonathan Branton, Head of EU/Antitrust at global legal firm, DWF, 
notes, “There will be considerable change in the economic and 
political landscape in terms of the UK’s position with Europe and 
in due course in terms of its relationship with the rest of the world. 
However, change has always represented opportunity for forward 
thinking business and for all the disruption we are seeing there is 
also new investment that would not have happened otherwise. The 
UK has already signalled its intention, broadly, to carry over into 
UK law the regulatory framework and import tariff schedule that 
exists now in order to facilitate continuity of business.  For vendors 
of US-origin finished goods, these will continue to have US-origin 
whether landed in the UK or EU, so will continue to be treated in 
similar fashion on importation. In due course, if a UK/US trade 
agreement were to be concluded then it is possible that US-origin 
goods will receive more favourable treatment on importation into 
the UK and vice-versa, albeit, if concluding such an agreement 
the UK would need to be mindful of how this dovetailed with 
whatever agreements it wished to conclude with the EU.  Selling 
to Europe generally has always involved consideration of different 
warehousing and distribution channels for different parts of Europe 
(UK, Ireland and various parts included) and this will not change.”

There are significant legal implications of Brexit. For example, for 
hosting and data companies with online or software-based product 
and service offerings (including hosting, SaaS, e-commerce and 
enterprise software) issues such as server location, contractual, 
compliance and security are key customer concerns, as well as 
the legal obligations around data transfer and data access on 
heightened awareness and risk.

Mark Webber, an EU attorney and California-based, US Managing 
Partner at European law firm Fieldfisher states, “Few could have 
missed the EU’s regulatory gift to the world in 2018; the GDPR 
(General Data Protection Regulation).  This regulation has had a 
profound impact on US businesses and the way they handle personal 
data.  Whether processing personal data for their own business 
purposes or acting on behalf of other data-handling processes, the 
associated contracts and compliance standards have changed.” 

“I’m often entertained by some of the imaginative job titles given to 
data protection specialists - over the years, I’ve seen everything from 
‘Privacy Ninja’ to ‘Data Protection Jedi’. One I’ve not yet seen though 
is ‘Data Protection Clairvoyant’, despite increasingly feeling that this 
would be an apt description for what many legal professionals are 
asked to do: predict the future.  It’s almost impossible to go through 
a day without the question about the Brexit impact on the UK’s data 
protection rules. Does this mean we avoid GDPR? I hear, hopefully.  
‘Nope’, in fact, in almost every contemplated Brexit scenario the UK 
will retain GDPR-like rules and strict legal protections for processing 
personal data. Brexit just adds some wrinkles (and most alarmingly 
may impact the free-movement of data from Europe to the UK if 
and when it leaves the Union).”  

Mark’s final perspective includes, “Although Brexit will have some 
impact in the US, these hurdles are not insurmountable. With the UK 
offering such a rich technology and online market, and an English-
speaking business friendly market, the UK will remain high on the 
list for those expanding their offerings across the European markets. 
We continue to guide the ambitious through the legal issues – from 
data, to employment, contracts, structuring and beyond.” More 
insights and a legal guide to Brexit from Fieldfisher can be found by 
clicking  Insights   Legal Guide .

All of the above seems to indicate a strong future for tech in London. 
Those who decommit or bail out of the UK risk losing out on this 
potential and growth. Thus, for tech vendors already established in 
Europe, the UK will continue, at least for the short-to-medium term, 
as the significant player and for most US companies, the optimal 
location from which to manage European operations.  

Heather Burns, UK tech policy and regulation specialist, has an 
alternative view. “For me, the critical issue in the Brexit transition  
is the emerging shape of domestic tech policy outside the EU 
regulatory framework as well as the Digital Single Market strategy. 
Under Theresa May and certainly her successor, government – for 
all its lip service, and Shoreditch ribbon-cutting – has moved to an 
openly hostile and antagonistic stance against the tech sector and 
the web itself. The internet, companies that do business on it, and 
everyday users are all seen as guilty, complicit, and culpable in a 
litany of legal and moral offenses.”

https://privacylawblog.fieldfisher.com/2019/a-look-at-the-uks-data-protection-law-in-a-no-deal-brexit-situation
https://www.fieldfisher.com/locations/united-states/brexit
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“Under the government’s Digital Charter framework, which is its 
post-European digital strategy, plans like the online harms white 
paper, the Information Commissioner’s Office’s age-appropriate 
design code, and the British Board of Film Classification age 
verification scheme stand poised to fundamentally alter the basic 
rights of internet access, freedom of speech, and intermediary 
liability which have existed for 25 years. Worryingly, many of 
these proposals and strategies will be grounded in subjective co-
regulation rather than the rule of law, and without the human 
rights protections that Europe afforded against that government 
overreach.”

“Companies seeking to do business in the UK must be mindful of the 
conservative government’s unabashed goal to cleave off the British 
internet from the rest of the world, and to make it a ‘the best place 
to start and grow a digital business and the safest place in the world 
to be online,’ through insular and hostile regulatory divergence 
which will make the UK a remote island off the coast of Europe in 
every sense.” Click here for more views from Heather on Brexit.

For New Entrants
A different question for early stage, US tech vendors who are 
planning European market entry, is where should they launch 
European (or more often the territory defined as EMEA - Europe, 
Middle East and Africa) operations? Specifically, does Brexit mean 
the UK is no longer the obvious choice, as it has been historically? 
As an example, to determine the optimal location for an early-stage, 
VC-backed startup, they should consider and apply the following 
factors to its business model.

Talent Pool - not just the person to lead the territory and his/her 
management team but the people who will need to be hired to 
scale the organisation, in sales, marketing, engineering, finance, 
human resources and other functions. Companies need to forecast 
ahead for several years, analysing what talent is available now and 
will the location be attractive to new talent. Talent shortages can be 
acute in areas such as cyber security and AI.

RSM International is the sixth largest network of audit, tax and 
consulting firm to the middle market globally, with 3,800 partners 
and staff operating from 35 locations throughout the UK alone. 
Mike Sables is RSM UK’s Head of Foreign Direct Investment and 
notes, “The UK’s tech sector is currently growing multiple times 
as fast as the rest of the economy with jobs in the digital sector 
being created at double the rate of non-digital ones. The UK tech 
sector thrives on access to a global talent pool and has a number of 
attractive opportunities to offer, however we need more clarity to 
be able to properly plan to retain the best talent.” 

Regulatory Environment - critical for some sectors such as fintech. 
Planned obsolescence for hardware products is illegal in France.

Tax - what financial structure will be adopted and how important 
is minimising tax liability? Is it worth establishing a back-office 
function/legal entity in a different location to the sales and 
marketing office?

Employment Legislation and Costs - dismissing an executive or 
downsizing a team can cost eye-watering amounts of money 
compared to the US.  Paid maternity leave can be up to a year 
in some countries, with three years (partly paid) paternity/
maternity leave shared between parents in Germany. Paid vacation 
entitlements can be a shock! In many areas, merely applying the 
exchange rate to US salaries will not provide a  locally competitive 
salary package. Visa rules vary massively.

Property - access to and cost of flexible serviced office space/
commercial real estate.

Localisation - the cost and skill set required of localising (for 
language, currency, contracts, tax, pricing, local legislation) not just 
the product but the associated marketing, support, web presence 
and SEO etc. US vendors are often better off testing their products 
in English-speaking markets before investing in further localisation.

Hosting and Data - for companies with product offerings which 
include hosting, server location and security are key customer 
concerns and there are legal obligations around data residency and 
data access, as referenced by Mark Webber above.

Customers - what is the geographical nature of the target customer 
base, along with distribution channel and partners? How will these 
companies be serviced and at what cost?

Index Ventures has produced an excellent guide for US entrepreneurs 
which covers these areas in detail called “Expanding into Europe”. 
Click here.

Companies should seek professional advice in most of these areas 
-  a good starting point is the executive search firm used to hire the 
VP EMEA/VP Sales EMEA who can refer to specialist firms.

London has long been the default option for US tech vendors 
from which to launch European operations. It has, undeniably, 
the largest talent pool of senior executives, sales, marketing and 
technical professionals. The shared language helps, as does a 
business climate and culture with which many US managers feel 
comfortable. But the alternatives, especially Berlin, Amsterdam and 
Dublin have both marketed their suitability to the US technology 
community  and have  gained ground in recent years.  

There is no simple answer on location - the UK will continue as the 
major European tech hub (and in 2018 just ranked first for the first 
time in the Forbes’ global survey of the Best Countries for Business) 
but there are alternatives.

https://afterbrexit.tech/
https://www.indexventures.com/index-insight/why-europe-is-your-first-and-most-important-international-stop-on-the-way-to#handbookembed
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FINAL THOUGHTS
In conclusion, Brexit is  already driving change across many areas 
of business, but the full implications are still far from clear, as the 
actual agreement may well have not been finalised. It is reasonably  
fair to conclude there is risk as well as opportunity, and the effects 
will probably differ across hardware, software, services and digital 
vendors, as well as end-users in different verticals.  For over the 
past three years, NGS Global has been advising our clients on how 
this scenario impacts their executive hiring and broader expansion 
plans. 

The last word from Roman Müller-Albrecht, Managing Partner 
of NGS Global, Frankfurt and co-founder of NGS Global Europe 
is, “Overall, Brexit may make hiring in EMEA more complicated, 
particularly as we do not yet know the details of what Brexit 
means for the UK and its relationship with the rest of Europe, and 
how this will ultimately impact where US technology vendors hire 
their European executives. However, I think a key message is that 
whatever the outcome, NGS Global is increasingly well-positioned 
to address executive level hires, in the UK,Europe or where the client 
requires, given our high-level of cross-border reach, collaboration 
and integration.” 
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