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Mission for Markets Survey Results

F
rom May to July 2016, NABMA and NMTF once

again undertook the biggest survey of the retail

markets sector ever seen before in the UK. 

Responses were received from 310 market operators

and 889 business owners that trade on over 1,000

markets and/or market-type events, such as fairs,

festivals or from street trading pitches (99 per cent

confidence level, 1 per cent margin of error).

In addition, 382 business owners completed an

extended survey, providing in-depth data about their

business activities (95 per cent confidence level, 5 per

cent margin of error). 

Unless otherwise states, figures in this section are

calculated from data collected from this year’s survey

and the Mission for Markets survey from 2014/15. 

More information about the campaign can be found

online at www.mission4markets.uk.

RETAIL MARKETS

T
here are 1,127 retail markets in the UK

comprised of 305 indoor markets, 171 street

markets, 80 covered markets and 516 outdoor

markets. 55 operators described their markets as

“other” (eg combination of indoor/outdoor markets).

In total 733 are markets operated by local authorities,

203 are privately operated, 56 are operated by social

enterprises, 23 are trader operated markets and 112

are other management models such as joint venture

arrangements or limited liability partnerships

(unadjusted figures).

The survey shows that occupancy levels across the

market sector are around 77 per cent and this shows

there is an oversupply of stalls based on the current

demand.  The occupancy levels are consistently similar

across all regions in the UK.  The largest fall in stall take-

up is on outdoor markets where there is an average of

29 per cent stalls vacant. Indoor markets are performing

better with an average vacancy factor of 14 per cent. 

Capacity figures from NMTF, gathered by a team who

visit markets every day of the week, provide further

evidence for this figure. Taking into account visits to

markets from 1 January 2014 to 31 July 2016, markets in

England are 71 per cent occupied, markets in Wales are

94 per cent occupied, and markets in Scotland are 76

per cent occupied. No data for Northern Ireland was
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KEY FACTS
The 2015/16 study revealed the

following headline figures:

• 1,127 retail markets 

• 32,000 market traders

• 850 apprentices employed by market

traders

• 56,500 people directly employed on

retail markets

• Retail market sector turnover of around

£2.7 billion a year

• £51.6 million invested to improve retail

markets

• 65 per cent of retail markets run by local

authorities

• An estimated 27 billion shopping visits to

retail markets per year (footfall counts)

• 26 wholesale markets 

• 1,000 wholesale businesses

• An estimated 10,000 people directly

employed on wholesale markets

• Wholesale sector turnover of £3.25

billion a year

• A collective markets industry turnover of

£5.95 billion a year
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gathered in the period. The UK average from this data is

83 per cent, although it is arguable that weighting of the

data from Scotland and Wales skews the national

picture. Occupancy here is defined as stalls occupied,

not by the number of traders running businesses on the

market.   

Out of the nine core performance measures eight are

showing a decline, with only market investment

increasing from last year.     

MARKET TRADERS

T
he NMTF routinely collects data about the

number of members on markets visited by its

Field Support team. There are over 32,000 market

traders in the UK, 52 per cent of whom are members of

the NMTF. This figure represents visits to more than 600

markets in England, Scotland and Wales. As of August

2016, the NMTF has 21,000 members, comprised of

market and street traders, events retailers and mobile

caterers from all over the UK. 

The Trader:

• The retail markets sector continues to have a mature

age profile with over 65 per cent of market traders

aged over 50. 11 per cent are between 22 and 40 years

of age. This is broadly reflected in figures from the

Office of National Statistics (ONS) for 2001 to 2015 that

demonstrate self-employment accounts for a larger

share of total employment at older ages. 

• 42 per cent of market traders are women, a decrease

since the survey in 2015. This is still above the

national average. According to a self-employment

review for the government (Deane, 2016), women

make up 33 per cent of self-employed in the UK and

since 2009 have accounted for over half of the overall

growth in self-employment. 

• 88 per cent of market traders describe their ethnic

background as White. 7.5 per cent preferred not to

respond to this question. The remainder included

Asian, Asian British, Black, Black British and Gypsy,

Traveller or Irish Traveller backgrounds. 

• 93.2 per cent of market traders identify with a British

nationality (i.e. British, English, Northern Irish,

Scottish or Welsh). The majority of the remaining

market traders identified with countries in the

European Union (e.g. France, Italy, Poland and Spain).  

• 38 per cent of business owners trade in the South of

England (i.e. London, South East, South West), 26 per

cent trade in the North of England (i.e. North East,

North West and Yorkshire and the Humber), 16 per

cent trade in the Midlands, 11 per cent in the East of

England and 9 per cent trade in Northern Ireland,

Scotland and Wales.

• 49 per cent of market traders work over 36 hours per

week with 32 per cent working 21 hours per week.

Similar results were found in the 2015 survey. There

has been a slight increase in those working between

22 to 35 hours per week with 19 per cent of traders

claiming these working hours. The ONS notes that the

majority of growth in self-employment over the last

fifteen years has been from part-time workers. 

• 19 per cent of market traders have been in business

for more than 16 years. 14 per cent have been trading

on markets for less than 12 months. 54 per cent of the

sector is comprised of businesses who have been

trading for more than six years. Compared to the

2014-15 survey, there has been a slight decrease in

long-term traders and new traders. This may reflect

an increase of those in the growth and maturation

stages of the business life cycle. 

The Business:

• 75 per cent of business owners in the retail markets

sector are sole traders. 14 per cent have formed a

limited company and 32 per cent of these have two

directors. A further 11 per cent work in partnership

with another person. There has been an increase in

the number of limited companies operating within

the sector since 2014-15. 

• The trading models of business owners in the sector

are dominated by outdoor markets and events, such

as fairs, festivals and shows. 50 per cent of businesses

trade on outdoor markets and 64 per cent trade on

events. 43 per cent of businesses trade in indoor

markets, 16 per cent trade on street markets and 2 per

cent from kiosks in shopping centres. Only 23 per

cent trade online in addition to face-to-face trading

activities. 

• The predominant model of trading in the North West

is via indoor markets with 68 per cent of business

owners trading from these outlets. In Yorkshire and

the Humber, business owners prefer to trade from

indoor markets and on events, such as fairs festivals

and shows. For business owners in the Midlands, the
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main business model is characterised by outdoor

markets and events. Traders in Wales and the East of

England follow a similar pattern. In the South of

England, trading on events leads the way. Wales is

ahead of the rest of the UK with 33 per cent of

business owners selling online. The worst performing

is the North East with only 18 per cent of traders

incorporating online sales into their business models. 

• 27 per cent of businesses sell food, which includes:

bakery; café; takeaway/hot food; fruit and vegetables;

butchers and fish; delicatessen/chilled; beer, wine and

spirits; confectionery; and refreshments. This has

increased by 4 per cent since the survey in 2014/5.

• 27 per cent sell household goods and 18 per cent sell

personal goods.

• Product lines that have increased since 2014/5

include: Takeaway/hot food; fruit and vegetables,

butchers and fish; groceries; delicatessen/chilled;

entertainment/communications; jewellery and

watches; bags and accessories; footwear; healthcare

and beauty; arts, crafts and gifts; and flowers and

plants. Aside from bakery, which remained the same,

these results were predicted by business owners in the

2014-15 survey.

• Product lines that have decreased since 2014/5

include: Bakery; sugar/confectionery; clothing;

electrical goods; and children’s goods. Aside from

lingerie and nightwear, which remained the same,

and footwear, which has increased, these results were

predicted by business owners in the 2014-15 survey.

• Popular lines within the sector include: Speciality

goods, arts and crafts, second hand/bric-a-brac

/vintage, jewellery and watches, and clothing (despite

the decrease). Uncommon lines within the sector

include: seasonal goods, ethnic and spiritualist,

lingerie/nightwear/hosiery, and footwear (despite

small increase). The smallest line, and arguably the

worst performing, is electrical goods, which

represented 0.6 per cent of businesses in 2014-15 and

has declined to 0.4 per cent in 2015-16.

• Business owners sell goods that are sourced and/or

produced in their local area (defined as within 30

miles). A higher proportion of goods are bought and

sold locally rather than produced and sold locally. As a

rule of thumb, around 50 per cent of the goods sold by

businesses are either sourced from and/or produced

in their local area.  

• There has been an increase in the number of jobs in

the sector. In 2014-15, 27 per cent of business owners

created jobs for 21,500 people. In 2015-16, 19 per cent

of business owners employ someone on a full-time or

part-time basis, creating jobs for 24,500 people. There

has been a huge swing from full-time to part-time

work. In 2014-15, 76 per cent of roles were full-time. In

2015-16, 65 per cent of jobs are now part-time as the

number of full-time roles has halved. The number of

apprenticeships in the sector has decreased slightly

from 1,000 in 2014-15 to 850 in 2015-16. 

• Businesses sell to customers of all ages. But 69 per

cent predominantly sell to customers between 31 and

50 years of age. 10 per cent mainly sell to customers

aged between 21 and 30 and 15 per cent sell to

customers aged 51 to 60. In 2014-15, the common age

for a shopper was between 40 and 49. For 2015-16, we

could infer that a younger demographic is shopping

from businesses on markets and market-type events. 

• 40 per cent of businesses take cashless payment at

their stalls, which is a slight increase from 2014-15. For

66 per cent of these businesses, less than 30 per cent

of transactions from their stalls are cashless. 

• 45 per cent of businesses in the sector have a website.

These businesses are more likely to be found on

events, including fairs, festivals and shows. 60 per

cent of websites are e-commerce enabled and orders

can be processed through it. 55 per cent of businesses

have some form of social media. The most popular is

Facebook, followed by Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest,

LinkedIn and Google+. This is slight increase from the

2014-15 survey.

The Trading Locations:

• Respondents in the 2015-16 survey were asked to

provide a minimum of one example of a trading

location, which they would describe as their main

trading location. Of the 889 business owners who

responded, information on 1,021 markets or market-

type events, such as fairs, festivals or shows, was

gathered. 25 per cent stated their main trading

location was an indoor market, 33 per cent stated an

outdoor market, 5 per cent stated a street trading

pitch, 36 per cent stated an event and 1 per cent stated

a kiosk. 

• 39 per cent of these trading locations were in the

South of England (ie London, South East and South



26

West), 25 per cent were in the North of England ie

North East, North West and Yorkshire and the

Humber), 17 per cent were in the Midlands and 9 per

cent were in the East of England. 10 per cent of the

trading locations were in Northern Ireland, Scotland

and Wales.

• From the main trading location given, 47 per cent of

business trade weekly, 56 per cent of which for one to

two days per week and 17 per cent of which for three to

four days per week. This likely reflects the businesses

trading on outdoor markets and street trading pitches.

Of those trading weekly from the example location,

27 per cent do so for five to seven days per week, likely

reflecting those on indoor markets.

• From the main trading location given, 13 per cent

trade monthly. 77 per cent trade from this location

once a month and 17 per cent trade twice a month.

This is likely to reflect those businesses that trade from

community, farmers and specialist markets. There has

been a decrease in the number of businesses trading

from monthly markets since 2014-15. 

• From the main trading location given, 40 per cent

stated the trading location to be “other”. The majority

of these described a regular circuit of annual fairs and

festivals and seasonal markets. Many business owners

cited their trading frequency, ranging one to seven

times per year at a particular trading location.  

• Respondents were asked to describe the commodity

mix at their main trading location. 44 per cent stated

the commodity mix to be general retail — a traditional

mix of commodities with no specific theme. 56 per

cent stated the commodity mix was more specialist:

9 per cent described it as antiques, car boot, collectible

and flea; 21 per cent described it as arts, crafts and

gifts; 19 per cent described it as artisan food, farmers

and street food; and 6 per cent described it as retro

and vintage. The number of businesses describing the

commodity mix as general retail at their main trading

location has decreased from 60 per cent in 2014-15.

Turnover, Profit and Growth:

• Since Markets 21, published in 2009, the retail markets

sector has shrunk by over £1 billion within six years.

Following the financial crash, the sector turned a

corner in 2012 and has experienced gradual growth.

In 2016, the collective turnover of businesses that

trade on retail markets in the UK is around £2.7 billion. 

• The survey in 2015 revealed that from 2012 to 2014,

collective turnover increased by £400 million: £2.1

billion in financial year 2012-13 to £2.3 billion in

financial year 2013-14. For financial year 2014-15,

business owners reported a collective turnover of

£2.5 billion.

• The survey in 2015-16 resonates with these results.

Business owners report that from 2013 to 2015,

collective turnover increased by £300 million: £2.4

billion in financial year 2013-14 to £2.5 billion in

financial year 2014-15. For financial year 2015-16,

business owners reported a collective turnover of

£2.7 billion.

• 22 per cent of businesses in the sector are registered

for VAT. 

• In terms of the expenditure of the average business

owner in the sector, he or she prioritises spending in

the following order: stock, pitch fees/stall rent, travel,

equipment/fittings, staff (including their own wages),

energy costs, marketing, and professional fees. 

• For financial year 2016-17, the majority of business

owners expect to spend significantly more on stock,

travel and pitch fees/stall rent. They expect to spend

the same on staff (including their own wages),

marketing, professional fees and energy costs.

Business owners expect to spend the same of less on

equipment/fittings. 

• 75 per cent are confident in the longevity of their

business. However, 47 per cent of business owners do

not have a business plan. Of those that do, 13 per cent

of these are to get through the next 12 months. 35 per

cent have a business plan for the next one to two

years, 23 per cent have a business plan for the next

three to four years and 29 per cent are planning for

their business five years ahead. 

• Business owners in the sector predict that the

following lines will increase significantly in 2016-17:

cafés; takeaways and hot food; beer, wine and spirits;

second-hand, bric-a-brac and vintage; arts, crafts and

gifts; and speciality products. 

• Business owners in the sector predict the following

lines will decrease significantly in 2016-17:

confectionery; jewellery and watches; bags and

accessories, lingerie, nightwear and hosiery; books,

magazines and stationery; and electrical goods. 


