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1 . Introduction

This article presents qualitative responses for the first time from the Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
Survey (BICS) for a select number of questions from Waves 2 to 9. We focus on those covering turnover, 
international trade, business experience of government schemes and business working arrangements. These 
qualitative responses vary across sector, business size and over time and help provide some further anecdotal 
evidence on how these businesses have been impacted by the shocks to the economy. This analysis 
summarises the most commonly cited words that businesses responded with, in the context of popular phrases, 
and establishes how these have changed in frequency over time to gain insight into qualitative messages behind 
the BICS responses.

Table 2 in  shows the relevant questions and how, if at all, they have changed across Waves 2 to 9.Section 9

2 . Main findings

Business comments describing what had specifically affected turnover in relation to the top word "closed" 
generally related to "downstream" business closures, where businesses had been affected by either their 
own business, or businesses they supply, closing.

Of businesses responding to international trading questions, in general the prevalence of comments 
relating to the impact of supply related logistical challenges and customer related issues impacting trade 
have slightly declined from Wave 2 to Wave 9.

From Wave 6, business responses from those who have staff under "other" working arrangements have 
generally been dominated by comments relating to authorised parental leave.

Of businesses who had applied for at least one government scheme from Wave 3 onwards, comments 
indicated that businesses consistently found the application process at least relatively easy and these 
comments were extremely more prevalent across waves than those comments indicating that their 
experience was difficult.

Business comments relating to descriptions of other government support that could help their business 
were consistently dominated by businesses commenting on new and industry specific measures of support.

3 . Textual analysis single word results

For the purpose of this analysis, common phrases have been identified by analysing the most frequently written 
single words in response to each question. From these single words, a common phrase has been derived based 
on variations of instances in which the top word appeared. Table 1 in  provides a detailed outline of the Section 7
common phrases that we have identified for each question we have analysed along with further information on 
the methodology.

The following sections present the most common phrases in the form of a time series of percentages of each 
common phrase, relative to the total number of comments provided to these questions in each wave. A detailed 
breakdown by industry of the total number of comment counts, total counts of common phrases, and percentages 
over time, can be found in the detailed dataset in .Section 6

Turnover

Across all waves, businesses have been able to provide additional information on how their turnover has been 
affected.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/coronavirusandtheexperiencesofukbusinessestextualanalysis/march2020tojuly2020#appendix
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/coronavirusandtheexperiencesofukbusinessestextualanalysis/march2020tojuly2020#methodology
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/coronavirusandtheexperiencesofukbusinessestextualanalysis/march2020tojuly2020#bics-textual-analysis-data
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By sifting all qualitative responses that included the top word, "closed", in Wave 2, the two main common phrases 
that were established from numerous variations were:

"closed upstream"

"closed downstream"

The former reflects all instances in which businesses commented that the businesses that they received supplies 
from had experienced some form of closure, while the latter reflects all instances where businesses indicated in 
their responses that their own business, or businesses they supplied, had closed. These include industry specific 
closures, partial closures and cancellations through the supply chain.
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Figure 1: The prevalence of comments that included the word “closed” declined by over half from Wave 2 
to Wave 9

Percentage of comments that included the word “closed” in response to the question “Please explain in more detail how the 
coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic affected your business’s turnover in the last two weeks”, UK, Waves 2 to 9

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:

¹ The routing of the questionnaire changed across waves meaning that this question was only answered by 
those who were continuing to trade, and whose financial performance was outside of normal range and 
turnover was affected. This changed for Wave 5 onwards.

From Wave 6 the wording of the question changed to: "Please explain in more detail how the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic affected your businesses' turnover in the last two weeks".

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in 
each wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective wave.

Wave 2 was 23 March to 5 April; Wave 3 was 6 April to 19 April; Wave 4 was 20 April to 3 May; Wave 5 
was 4 May to 17 May; Wave 6 was 18 May to 31 May; Wave 7 was 1 June to 14 June; Wave 8 was 15 
June to 28 June; and Wave 9 was 29 June to 12 July 2020.
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In Wave 2, the majority of businesses who included the word "closed" in comments relating to turnover, indicated 
that either their own, or supplying businesses, had experienced some form of closure that affected their business 
turnover. The common phrase "closed-downstream" encompassed most instances in which the word "closed" 
appeared in comments. This emphasises the impact on responding businesses operational capacity at an 
individual business level, and the reliance on consumer demand on turnover.

By Wave 9, the frequency in which the word "closed" appeared was significantly lower than Wave 2, and from 
Wave 5 onwards, steadily began decreasing in business comments relating to "closed-downstream" 
circumstances. As the comment "closed" has reduced over time this is also shown in the Coronavirus and the 

 bulletins where there has been an increase in the number of businesses re-opening, economic impacts on the UK
and the change in percentage of businesses temporarily paused trading has fallen from 24% in Wave 2 to 7% in 
Wave 9.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/bulletins/coronavirusandtheeconomicimpactsontheuk/previousReleases
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/bulletins/coronavirusandtheeconomicimpactsontheuk/previousReleases
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Figure 2. The accommodation and food service activities sector reported the highest percentage of 
comments including the word “closed” in Wave 2, at 68%, but fell to 23% in Wave 9

Percentage of comments that included the word “closed” in response to the question “Please explain in more detail how the 
coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic affected your business’s turnover in the last two weeks”, split by industry, UK, Waves 2 to 9

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:

¹ The routing of the questionnaire changed across waves meaning that this question was only answered by 
those who were continuing to trade, and whose financial performance was outside of normal range and 
turnover was affected. This changed for Wave 5 onwards.

From Wave 6 the wording of the question changed to; “Please explain in more detail how the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic affected your businesses’ turnover in the last two weeks”.

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in 
each Wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective Wave.

Water supply, Sewerage, Waste management and remediation activities; Real estate; Mining and quarrying 
and other services have been removed for disclosure purposes, but their totals are included in “All 
industries”.

At an industry level, the accommodation and food service activities sector reported the highest percentage of the 
word "closed" in Wave 2 in respect to all those that answered the question in this industry, at 68%, compared with 
23% in Wave 9. In Wave 9, the sector with the highest frequency of comments including the word "closed" in 
some way was the arts, entertainment and recreation sector, at 38%. In comparison, the professional, scientific 
and technical activities sector reported the lowest percentage of comments including the word "closed" in Wave 
2, at 25%, decreasing to 11% in Wave 9.
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The percentage of businesses reporting comments on closures in earlier waves will reflect the impact of the UK 
lockdown imposed on the 23 March 2020, and the introduction of easing of lockdown restrictions from 23 June 
2020 will likely explain the reduction in frequency of the word "closed" in later waves. As businesses began re-
opening from June, and trading re-commenced, the way in which closures were affecting turnover will have 
reduced.

International trade

Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey (BICS) has continuously asked businesses in detail about 
how their exporting and importing has been affected since the start of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic.

For the export specific question, sifting all qualitative responses that included the top word "export" and 
aggregating the numerous variations in which it occurred, the most common phrase that was tracked was "unable 
to export". This phrase encompasses a variety of responses that businesses indicated in some way that exporting 
had been stopped or that the business was unable to export.

The second top word that appeared in businesses responses to the export question was "customer"and have 
been captured under the following two phrases:

"customer closed"

"customer country lockdown"

The former reflects instances where businesses have indicated that customers have closed or where they have 
delayed or stopped, while the latter refers to all comments that included the word customer and described that 
they had been impacted by government and/or global lockdown restrictions.
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Figure 3: The percentage of comments relating to businesses inability to export, and customer related 
challenges, have remained relatively consistent across comments across all waves

Percentage of comments that included the word “export” or “customer” in response to the question 'Please explain in more 
detail how your business’s exporting has been affected”, UK, Waves 4 to 9

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:

¹ The routing of the questionnaire changed across Waves, the  for each Wave states the detailed dataset
base for each question.

Response start from Wave 4 as from Wave 4 the wording of the question changed to; “Let us know 
anything else that you think may help us understand your business’s exporting in the last two weeks”.

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in 
each wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective wave.

Wave 4 was 20 April to 3 May; Wave 5 was 4 May to 17 May; Wave 6 was 18 May to 31 May; Wave 7 was 
1 June to 14 June; Wave 8 was 15 June to 28 June; and Wave 9 was 29 June to 12 July 2020.

The slight decline in the percentages of comments from businesses reporting that they were unable to export 
from Wave 5 onwards may reflect the re-opening of export destination countries previously in lockdown. In 
general, the percentage of comments indicating businesses were unable to export has remained fairly stable 
across waves.

Figure 3 also shows that comments from businesses that included customer related problems in relation to 
exporting, were higher in the initial waves than in latter waves of BICS. From Wave 4 onwards, customer related 
issues in exporting have flattened off and have remained quite consistent up to Wave 9.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/datasets/businessimpactofcovid19surveybicsresults
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Customer closures and global lockdown restrictions have dominated the majority of "customer" related comments 
and signified comments emphasising the impact of global lockdown restrictions at the peak of the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) outbreak - which have since been eased gradually from Wave 3.

For the import specific question, the common phrase was "goods logistics restrictions". This encompasses 
comments in which businesses indicated the importing of "goods" had been delayed, restricted or stopped in 
some way.

The second top word that appeared in businesses response to importing was "supply / suppliers"and has been 
captured under the phrase "supply chain challenges". This encompasses all instances where businesses have 
indicated that suppliers have closed or that importing had been affected based on supply chain prices.
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Figure 4: The percentage of comments relating to both “goods” and “supply” as having affected 
businesses importing ability have all slightly declined since the peak of the COVID-19 outbreak

Percentage of comments that included the word “goods” or “supply” in response to the question “Let us know anything else 
that you think may help us understand your business’s importing in the last two weeks”, UK, Waves 4 to 9

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:

¹ The routing of the questionnaire changed across Waves, the  for each Wave states the detailed dataset
base for each question.

Responses start from Wave 4 as from Wave 4 the wording of the trading questions changed to: “Let us 
know anything else that you think may help us understand your business’s importing in the last two weeks”.

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in 
each wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective wave.

Wave 4 was 20 April to 3 May; Wave 5 was 4 May to 17 May; Wave 6 was 18 May to 31 May; Wave 7 was 
1 June to 14 June; Wave 8 was 15 June to 28 June; and Wave 9 was 29 June to 12 July 2020.

From earlier waves of BICS, there has been a gradual decline in the frequency of business comments relating to 
"goods" logistics restrictions and "goods" not being required as having affected imports.

In relation to supply related comments, the percentage in which the word "supply" has been included in 
comments relating to imports has declined from earlier waves of BICS. From Wave 4 onwards, there has been no 
major change in the frequency in which the two common phrases occurred across comments. The initial strength 
of comments attributing to supply issues affecting importing capability may reflect the immediate reaction to 
COVID-19 and hence the business adaptation from this Wave onwards. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/datasets/businessimpactofcovid19surveybicsresults
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The routing of the questionnaire in relation to international trading questions has changed over iterations over 
BICS, and between Wave 3 and 4 the population that answered this question changed along with the wording of 
the question. This, along with sample variation based on the voluntary nature of the survey, may partially explain 
variation in the percentage of comments including the common phrases.

A detailed breakdown, split by industry, wave and common phrase can be found in . Caution should be Section 6
taken for those industries with low response counts and results may not reflect all exporting and importing 
business experiences.

Government Schemes

From Wave 3, following the announcement of the government's Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) and 
other additional business support schemes, a free text question was added to provide insight into businesses 
experience of applying to these schemes.

Subsequently, two main common phrases were derived from the top word, "easy", to distinguish between 
businesses who found the application process relatively or extremely easy. For the purpose of this analysis, 
responses have not been filtered by government scheme and so should be treated with caution as not all 
businesses would have applied to all government schemes on offer.

We have also looked at the percentage of businesses commenting variations of the word "difficult", to polarise the 
responses and establish if any industry in particular was reporting a higher frequency of businesses finding 
applications difficult.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/coronavirusandtheexperiencesofukbusinessestextualanalysis/march2020tojuly2020#bics-textual-analysis-data
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Figure 5: There has consistently been a higher percentage of comments indicating that businesses found 
their experience of applying to government initiatives “easy”

Percentage of all comments that included the word “Easy” or “Difficult” in response to the question “Please describe your 
experience of applying for these initiatives”, UK, Waves 3 to 9

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:

Results are shown from Wave 3 as questions relating to experience of government schemes were not 
asked in Wave 2.

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in 
each wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective wave.

Wave 3 was 6 April to 19 April; Wave 4 was 20 April to 3 May; Wave 5 was 4 May to 17 May; Wave 6 was 
18 May to 31 May; Wave 7 was 1 June to 14 June; Wave 8 was 15 June to 28 June; and Wave 9 was 29 
June to 12 July 2020.

Figure 5 shows the percentage of comments in which businesses stated that the application process to 
government schemes was relatively easy, if not extremely easy, has remained steady from Wave 3. This 
emphasises that the experience of applying to these schemes have been straightforward for businesses across 
waves. Compared with the number of comments that indicated businesses had difficulty in applying for the 
government schemes, across all waves, the percentages of comments that alluded to this was markedly lower 
than those indicating it was easy.

As new business support schemes have been introduced since the initial CJRS, comments may be scheme 
specific and further insight into individual scheme experiences stated explicitly in comments may provide the 
basis for further textual analysis. This may also provide some explanation into the change in frequency of 
comments referring to schemes being "very easy" from Wave 7.
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Across all industries, the accommodation and food service activities sector reported the highest frequency of 
comments relating to an "easy experience" in Wave 3, at 22%, which remained relatively stable across all waves 
(21% in Wave 9). At the same time, the accommodation and food service activities sector reported the highest 
frequency of comments relating to a "difficult" experience in Wave 3, at 20%, falling to 17% in Wave 9. The arts, 
entertainment and recreation sector had the largest percentage of comments in Wave 9 indicating a "difficult" 
experience in applying for the government initiatives, at 21% which compared with 18% in Wave 2.

In contrast, the information and communication sector, and the professional, scientific and technical services 
sector were consistently the sectors across all waves with the lowest percentage of comments indicating that they 
had a "difficult" experience applying for government schemes. Users should look to the percentages published in 
BICS across each wave of the percentage of businesses applying to government schemes to put these 
percentages into context. 

Figure 6 shows the percentage of comments across the four main phrases derived from the top word "support". 
These were in answer to the question asking businesses to state other support options they could benefit from, 
and the percentages have generally remained stable across all waves.
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Figure 6: Of the four common '"support" phrases, comments that described “additional support” options, 
on top of schemes that already exist, were most common across all waves

Percentage of all comments that included the word “support” in response to the question “Please describe any other support 
from government that you think could help your business”, UK, Waves 3 to 9

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in 
each wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective wave.

Results are shown from Wave 3 as questions relating to experience of government schemes were not 
asked in Wave 2.

Wave 3 was 6 April to 19 April; Wave 4 was 20 April to 3 May; Wave 5 was 4 May to 17 May; Wave 6 was 
18 May to 31 May; Wave 7 was 1 June to 14 June; Wave 8 was 15 June to 28 June; and Wave 9 was 29 
June to 12 July 2020.

Across all comments including the word "support", the most common responses that included the word "support" 
were those related to "additional support" suggestions. This remained consistent across all waves. These 
comments included responses that explicitly stated increasing support options and/or industry specific support 
options. The second most frequent phrase, of which remained consistent across all waves included comments 
that indicated that they had enough support from the government.

The accommodation and food service activities sector consistently had the highest percentage of business 
comments that included responses on "additional support", in Wave 3, at 31%, compared with 23% in Wave 9. 
The sector with the lowest percentage of comments relating to "additional support" in Wave 3 was professional, 
scientific and technical activities sector (12%) - this changed to the manufacturing sector in Wave 9 at 18%.
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Workforce

From Wave 6 onwards BICS collected qualitative responses from businesses who specified they had a proportion 
of their workforce classified as being under "other" working arrangements. Comments excluded all options that 
were available for businesses to select in the previous multiple-choice question, which included staff: working at 
normal place of work; working remotely; off sick with COVID-19; on furlough leave; or made redundant.

The top word which businesses included when reporting on the "other" working arrangements was the word 
"leave" and have been operationalised into four main categories of "leave" options. For the purpose of this 
analysis, we have also included here comments where businesses have just written the accompanying leave 
category in their comment without the word "leave" to capture all instances of "other" working arrangements. For 
example, if a business has just put "maternity" in the comments box, this would be included in the "parental 
leave" phrase even though the word leave does not appear in the comment.

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in each 
wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective wave.
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Figure 7: The most common phrase in which businesses described the working arrangements of “other” 
staff related to those on parental leave

Percentage of comments that included the word “leave” in response to the question “You said that XX% of your workforce 
were classified as "other";. Please describe what this includes”, UK, Waves 6 to 9

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:

Percentages have been calculated by dividing the number of times that the common phrase appeared in 
each wave by the number of total responses to the question in each respective wave.

Results are shown from Wave 6 as the question relating to other working arrangements was not asked in 
earlier waves.

Wave 6 was 18 May to 31 May; Wave 7 was 1 June to 14 June; Wave 8 was 15 June to 28 June; and 
Wave 9 was 29 June to 12 July 2020.

From Wave 6 onwards, the most frequent comment in which businesses provided additional information on the 
working arrangements of “other” staff related to those on "parental leave". This remained consistent across all 
relevant waves and was much more frequent than the other three leave phrases.

Of those comments including the alternative categories of leave identified, the frequency of these comments has 
remained stable across waves and reflects the continued long-term nature of these response options. Reference 
should be made to the proportions of the listed working arrangements that businesses could respond to each 
Wave to place these working arrangements into context of the entire workforce which are published in the 

.Business Impact of COVID-19 Survey (BICS) results

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/datasets/businessimpactofcovid19surveybicsresults
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4 . Textual analysis two-word results

Figure 8 presents the most commonly cited words that appear together in a pair from Waves 2, 6 and 9 in 
response to the question that asks businesses to explain why their turnover had been affected.

We have focused the two-word comment analysis on responses just to the turnover question, but further analysis 
in this article extends to other qualitative questions in relation to the most common single words. For the two-word 
comments in which context is required to infer more robust meaning, for example “last year” and “many 
customers”, further analysis is required to establish the sentiment behind these comments and will provide the 
basis for future investigation.

Figure 8: The COVID-19 outbreak, the subsequent UK lockdown restrictions and business 
closures have consistently been stated most frequently in two-word textual comments 
explaining turnover effects

Most common two-word comments from businesses responding to the question “Please explain in more detail 
how the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic affected your businesses’ turnover in the last two weeks”, Waves 2, 6 
and 9

Notes:

"Two-word" common phrases have been ranked in order of the frequency of their appearance in comments 
in each wave with no skips between the words.

Comments where businesses have used numbers to support their comments have been removed so 
results just look at textual responses.

From Wave 6 the wording of the question changed to; "Please explain in more detail how the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic affected your businesses' turnover in the last two weeks".

Two-word phrases with a '-' in waves reflects when the two-word phrase was not written anywhere across 
all business responses to the question.

Wave 2 was 23 March to 5 April; Wave 6 was 18 May to 31 May; and Wave 9 was 29 June to 12 July 2020.

Download the data

Results demonstrate how business responses, in relation to the comments used to describe the reasons for their 
turnover being affected, have changed since the peak of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak.

Phrases that do not occur in earlier waves but increase in the ranking order, for example, “still-closed” and “re-
opened”, reflect how the nature of businesses responses changed to the question and what factors were 
dominating reasons for turnover being affected in later waves based on the changing circumstances.

While the above figure does not represent the proportion of comments responding to each top two-word phrase, 
and response rates to BICS have varied over time, the sentiment of comments has moved away from explicitly 
attributing customer closures (ranked 3 in Wave 2 compared to a rank of 33 in Wave 9) as being responsible for 
the effect on their turnover.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/dvc931/bump2words3waves/Figure8.xlsx
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5 . Conclusion

Through looking at businesses' individual comments to qualitative, free text response options, we have been able 
to gather further insight into the direct experiences of businesses, to an industry level, on the impact of COVID-
19. These qualitative textual response options allow businesses to explain in depth how, what and who is 
affecting their business and comments can be used to provide further indications of business response plans.

The continued reference to supply and customer demand across questions, and waves, emphasises the impact 
that disruption to procurement supply chains has on consumption and demand and reiterates the impact that 
closure of businesses, reduced supply and businesses cashflow has had as a consequence of COVID-19.

Where businesses provide meaningful comments to these questions, further development of data sources on the 
economic impact of COVID-19 can be collected and hence provide users with a more comprehensive summary 
on the business impact.

For further information,  and  are Business Impact of COVID-19 (BICS) survey results datasets wave questions
available.

6 . BICS textual analysis data

Business Impacts of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey (BICS) textual data
Dataset | 6 August 2020
The indicators and analysis presented in this article are based on qualitative responses from selected 
questions from the fortnightly Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey (BICS) which provides 
further insights on individual business experiences over the course of the pandemic so far.

7 . Methodology

The sampling frame has been reviewed and refreshed across the Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
Survey (BICS) waves and since Wave 7 the sample has an increased coverage of smaller-sized businesses. For 
the purposes of this article, all responding businesses in Waves 2 to 9 have been taken into consideration and 
the article does not track the same panel of businesses over time.

By removing plain English words (such as "the" and "we") from businesses responses, we have been able to 
create a frequency count of the top words with meaningful sentiment from the first wave that the question 
appeared and subsequently create a "phrase bank" of common phrases that have been tracked across the 
waves. For example, the top word for the exporting question was "export", however without context there is little 
insight into business responses to this question, so comments are grouped under a common phrase that include 
the word "export" to provide meaningful sentiment.

We have tracked these phrases up to Wave 9 to establish if the prevalence of each phrase has changed over 
time and examine if the most common phrases have remained as prevalent in forthcoming waves.

Table 1 shows the top single words for each textual analysis question and the derived common phrase(s) for 
each question.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/datasets/businessimpactofcovid19surveybicsresults
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/businessimpactofcovid19surveyquestions/29juneto12july2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/businessimpactsofcoronaviruscovid19surveybicstextualdata
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Table 1: Summary of top words from responses in the first wave that the free text question was used and the 
derived phrase bank for each textual question in BICS

Question
Top Word 
(Synonyms)

Phrase Bank of Common 
Phrases

Please explain in more detail why this affected your 
businesses turnover / Please explain in more detail how the 
coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic affected your 
businesses’ turnover in the last two weeks

Closed (Shut, 
Ceased, 
Stopped, 
Closures)

1) Closed Upstream; Suppliers 
Closed

2) Closed Downstream; 
Responding Business has 
partially closed / Suppling 
businesses have closed (e.g. 
customers and clients)

Please explain in more detail how your business’s exporting 
has been affected / Let us know anything else that you 
think may help us understand your business’s exporting in 
the last two weeks

Export 1) Export Market Stopped / 
Unable to Export

Customer 
(clients)

1) Customer Closures

2) Customer Country Lockdown

Please explain in more detail how your business’s importing 
has been affected / Let us know anything else that you 
think may help us understand your business’s importing in 
the last two weeks

Goods 1) Goods Not Required

2) Goods Logistics Restrictions

Supply 1) Supply Chain Challenges

Please describe your experience of applying for these 
initiatives

Easy 
(Straightforward, 
simple, good)

1) Very Easy

2) Relatively Easy

Difficult 1) Challenging

Please describe any other support from government that 
you think could help your business

Support 1) Continued Support

2) Additional Support Options

3) Support Advice

4) Sufficient Support

You said that XX% of your workforce were classified as 
"other";. Please describe what this includes

Leave (holiday) 1) Maternity / Paternity

2) Sick Leave (non Covid-19 
related)

3) Annual Leave

4) Unpaid Leave

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:
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An additional qualitative question was asked up until Wave 6 relating to businesses turnover – we have 
chosen to exclude analysis of responses to this question based on the low response rate and the fact that 
it was deleted from Wave 6 onwards.

The phrase bank phrases have been derived based on textual coding of instances in which the top word 
appeared and aims to capture variations of the most common business responses including the top word.

Each common phrase has been derived from businesses response that include the top word at least 
somewhere in their response.

The top words for turnover, international trade and prices questions have been taken from business 
responses from Wave 2, top words for government schemes questions have been taken from Wave 3 and 
top words for the workforce question have been taken from Wave 6.

Plurals, synonyms and alternative versions of the top words have been incorporated when tracking the top 
word over time to ensure all response are covered; for example, Close, Closed and Closure.

The occurrence of a word or phrase in relation to the percentage that they occur over a given time period is 
presented across all the waves the question was used. From this, we can observe the strength in which the 
phrase is prevalent in each wave to examine if the prevalence of the comment has changed over time.

The analysis in this article focuses on the percentage of the identified common phrases for each question from 
Wave 2 up to Wave 9.

It is important to note that every relevant comment can be counted in multiple common phrases derived for the 
same question. For example, businesses may have provided detailed responses that fall under two different 
common phrases in the same comment and so the comment is counted twice, for each phrase.

Further breakdowns on the frequency of these common phrases, split by industry, can be found in the detailed 
dataset in .Section 6

8 . Strengths and limitations

It should be noted that we have only derived the tracked common phrase(s) in a phrase bank from the first wave 
that the question appeared and so analysis does not look at "new" phrases that may have appeared in later 
waves. Analysis is also not representative of the same individual businesses responses over time, and instead 
focuses on phrase frequency relative to the total response rate for each question.

Each common phrase has been derived from businesses responses that include the top word at least somewhere 
in their response. Plurals, synonyms and alternative versions of the top words have been incorporated when 
tracking the top word over time to ensure all response are covered; for example, "Close", "Closed" and "Closure" 
are treated as the same word for this analysis.

Caution must also be taken when interpreting these results as a small number of responses where businesses 
have provided no comments at all, no meaningful comments or have responded stating reference to previous 
comments have not been removed. Therefore, reference should always be made to the total response for each 
question when interpreting these results. This is available in the detailed dataset in .section 6

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/coronavirusandtheexperiencesofukbusinessestextualanalysis/march2020tojuly2020#bics-textual-analysis-data
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/coronavirusandtheexperiencesofukbusinessestextualanalysis/march2020tojuly2020#bics-textual-analysis-data
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9 . Appendix

Table 2: Questions from Waves 2 to 9, used in this analysis

Question Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4 Wave 5 Wave 6 Wave 7 Wave 9

Turnover

Please 
explain in 
more detail 
why this 
affected your 
businesses 
turnover

Same question 
as in Wave 2

Same question 
as in Wave 2

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 2

Please explain in 
more detail how 
the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) 
pandemic 
affected your 
businesses 
turnover in the 
last two weeks

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 6

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 6

Exports

Please 
explain in 
more detail 
how your 
business’s 
exporting 
has been 
affected

Same question 
as in Wave 2

Let us know 
anything else that 
you think may 
help us 
understand your 
business’s 
exporting in the 
last two weeks

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 4

Same question as 
in Wave 4

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 4

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 4

Imports

Please 
explain in 
more detail 
how your 
business’s 
importing 
has been 
affected

Same question 
as in Wave 2

Let us know 
anything else that 
you think may 
help us 
understand your 
business’s 
importing in the 
last two weeks

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 4

Same question as 
in Wave 4

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 4

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 4

Government 
Schemes

N/A Please 
describe your 
experience of 
applying for 
these initiatives

Same question 
as in Wave 3

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 3

Same question as 
in Wave 3

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 3

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 3

Government 
Schemes

N/A Please 
describe any 
other support 
from 
government 
that you think 
could help 
your business

Same question 
as in Wave 3

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 3

Same question as 
in Wave 3

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 3

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 3

Workforce

N/A N/A N/A N/A You said that 
XX% of your 
workforce were 
classified as 
"other";. Please 
describe what this 
includes

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 6

Same 
question 
as in 
Wave 6

Source: Office for National Statistics – Business Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Survey

Notes:
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N/A represents where the question did not exist in the Wave

It should be noted that other qualitative questions exist across waves, but these have not been included 
here for presentational purposes.

Caution should be taken when interpreting results based on the changes in routing of the questionnaire 
and the total number of businesses that could answer the free text response questions. Further information 
can be found in the dataset in .Section 6

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/articles/coronavirusandtheexperiencesofukbusinessestextualanalysis/march2020tojuly2020#bics-textual-analysis-data
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