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▪ Prime Minister Keir Starmer’s visit to China in January 2026 resulted 
in the signing of a series of bilateral agreements and memoranda of 
understanding between the UK and China. Most notably, the two 
sides agreed to establish a bilateral services partnership and 
conduct a joint feasibility study on a potential trade in services 
agreement.

▪ Whilst the UK runs a deficit in goods trade with China (including 
Hong Kong), it recorded an £11.7 billion surplus in services trade in 
2025. 

▪ Services also featured prominently in China’s recently approved 
15th Five-Year Plan, as Beijing seeks to stimulate domestic 
consumption by opening a range of sectors, including healthcare, 
education, tourism, culture, and financial services, to greater 
foreign participation. The plan also commits to streamlining 
regulatory and screening procedures for services trade, aiming for 
closer alignment with international standards.

▪ This report provides a detailed analysis of the UK’s trade in services 
relationship with China, using data from the Office for National 
Statistics as of the end of 2025. Unless stated otherwise, data 
related to China includes Hong Kong. 
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Source: ONS

▪ The UK’s total trade with China reached £134.7 billion in 2025, an 
increase of 5.6% from 2024. 

▪ Services exports to China reached £20.6 billion in 2025, a 10-year 
high and at a CAGR of 7.3%. 

▪ The surplus in services trade reached £11.7 billion in 2025. Over 
the last five years, this surplus has grown at a CAGR of 3.1%. In 
comparison, the UK’s deficit in goods trade grew at a CAGR of 0.5% 
over the same period, indicating a strong momentum in the UK’s 
services trade relationship with China.

▪ The UK’s services export profile remains heavily shaped by 
education, which accounted for more than a third in 2025. 
Education-related travel (including tuition fees) reached a record 
£7.3 billion in 2025, reinforcing China’s importance as a market for 
UK education.

▪ Beyond travel, British exports for financial services, transportation, 
and telecommunications services all recorded strong double-digit 
year-on-year growth in 2025.

Setting the Scene Key Highlights
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The UK’s Trade Relationship with China

▪ In 2025, the UK’s total trade with China reached 
£134.7 billion, an increase of 5.6% from 2024. 

▪ The UK’s total goods trade with China rose to £105.2 
billion in 2025, an increase of 5.0% YoY. 

▪ Total UK-China services trade reached £29.5 billion, 
an increase of 7.3%, remaining a surplus area for the 
UK’s trade relationship with China.

▪ This surplus amounted to £11.7 billion in 2025, an 
increase of 7.5% from 2024, reaching a record high. 

Source: ONS
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The UK’s Trade Relationship with China: Historical Analysis

▪ Services exports to China have grown steadily, rising from 
£10.9 billion in 2016 to £20.5 billion in 2025, a CAGR of 7.3%. 
This outpaces goods export, which grew at a CAGR of 4.0% 
over the same period. 

➢ Over a five-year period, growth in services exports also 
outpaced that of goods, at 5.1% compared to 1.0%.

▪ Goods exports remain larger in absolute terms. However, 
growth momentum is slower than that of the services sector.

Source: ONS
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The UK’s export relationship with China appears 
increasingly services-driven. With recent bilateral 

initiatives supporting deeper engagement in services, 
one can expect the UK to gain more market share in 

China’s services imports.
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The UK’s Trade Balance with China: Services Surplus vs Goods Deficit 

▪ The goods deficit is the structural driver of the UK’s 
bilateral trade imbalance, with services acting as a 
stabilising counterweight rather than a full corrective 
force. 

▪ The UK’s total trade deficit with China has risen steadily 
since 2022, though still down from the record high of 
£36.2 billion recorded in 2021.

▪ The UK’s trade surplus in services increased at a CAGR 
of 3.1% between 2021 and 2025, from £10.4 billion to 
£11.7 billion. 

➢ Over the same period, the UK’s trade deficit in 
goods grew by a CAGR of 0.1%.

➢ The services surplus reached a ten-year high in 
2025.

Source: ONS
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2025 UK Services Exports to China: Category Breakdown

▪ In 2025, services exports to China reached an all-
time high of £19.2 billion, with travel being the 
largest category, accounting for 40.3%.

▪ China was the UK’s number one export destination 
for travel services globally. Education-related 
travel (encompassing expenditure for tuition, food, 
accommodation, local transport and health 
services acquired by non-resident students) 
accounted for 35.3% (£7.3 billion) of the UK’s total 
services export to China.

➢ This underscores the importance of the UK’s 
education sector in the UK-China economic 
relationship.

▪ Despite a COVID-related decline in travel exports 
in 2020, the sector has fully recovered by 2025, 
reaching a record high of £8.3 billion.

Source: ONS
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UK Services Exports to China: Category Analysis 

• Growth was not evenly distributed across 
categories, with several mid-to-large-
sized service areas expanding strongly 
while IP moved sharply in the opposite 
direction.

• Financial services provided the clearest 
high-value uplift, combining scale with 
double-digit growth.

• Transportation and telecommunication 
services suggest momentum beyond 
travel, pointing to broader demand for UK 
services linked to mobility, logistics, 
data, software, and information flows.

• The decline in intellectual property (IP) 
services was the principal outlier, driven 
primarily by a reduction in UK exports of 
IP related to research and development, 
reflecting increased regulatory caution in 
the UK, particularly around the transfer of 
sensitive technologies and other 
strategically important intellectual 
property.

Source: ONS
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UK Services Imports from China: Category Analysis 

• The import base appears maturing rather 
than rapidly expanding, with the biggest 
categories generally showing low to 
moderate growth.

• Transportation was the clearest source of 
momentum among sizeable categories, 
pointing to stronger trade-related service 
flows between the UK and China.

• Financial services acted as a stable 
anchor rather than a growth engine, with 
little movement between 2024 and 2025.

• The overall import profile is highly 
business-to-business focused, rather 
than consumer-led, contrasting with 
exports, where travel, especially 
education-related travel, plays a much 
larger role.

• The top three import categories (other 
business services, financial, 
transportation) accounted for nearly 
79.8% of the UK’s imports.

Source: ONS
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Methodology
The UK-China Trade in Services Tracker 2026 uses data compiled by the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS), specifically up until the fourth quarter of 2025. This data 
outlines the 12 subcategories of sectors within services for both imports and exports. 
Additionally, this Tracker incorporates Hong Kong to provide a more complete view of 
UK-China trade flows.  

Whilst the ONS data provides a comprehensive overview of the UK’s trade in services 
with countries from around the world, it is worth noting that some inaccuracies remain. 
First,  a value of “0” in the sheet indicates that the data is nil or less than £500,000, 
meaning that estimates can vary. Second, certain cells within the ONS datasets are 
marked with a “C” to ensure individual traders’ confidentiality. In the context of this 
tracker, we approximated the value of these based on previous quarterly data, 
meaning that certain numbers are slightly higher or lower (by a margin of less than £10 
million) than the actual amount. 

CAGR, or compound annual growth rate, shows the average yearly rate of growth over 
a period, assuming growth happened at a steady pace each year. It is useful because it 
smooths out year-to-year volatility and gives a clearer sense of the underlying trend.
For this trade in services report, CAGR helps compare how the services surplus and 
goods deficit have grown over time, even when their annual performance has been 
uneven. This makes it easier to identify which areas have shown sustained growth, 
rather than focusing only on the change between two individual years.

This publication is provided for general information purposes only and does not 
constitute professional or investment advice. While CBBC has taken reasonable care 
to ensure the accuracy of the content at the time of publication, no representation or 
warranty is made as to its completeness or reliability. CBBC accepts no liability for any 
loss or damage arising from reliance on the information contained herein. 

Romano Tucci
Policy Analyst, London
China-Britain Business Council
romano.tucci@cbbc.org
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The UK-China Business & Innovation Hub (the “Hub”) 
officially opened on Thursday, 28 May 2026, in Suzhou, 

Jiangsu Province, marking a new step in supporting 
bilateral trade, investment and innovation cooperation 

between the UK and China. The Hub will be key in 
expanding both countries’ trade in services.

Source: ONS, CBBC
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Key Terms and Definitions
Glossary

Services Subcategories
• Construction: construction covers the creation, management, renovation, repair, or 

extension of fixed assets in the form of buildings, land improvements of an engineering 
nature, and other constructions such as roads, bridges, and dams.

• Financial: financial services encompass financial intermediation and auxiliary services, 
with the exception of services from insurance and pension companies. Financial services 
are generally provided by banks and other financial intermediaries and auxiliaries, and 
include services provided in connection with transactions in financial instruments, as well 
as deposit taking and lending, credit card services, leasing, etc.

• Government: government services cover services supplied by, or to, government bodies 
that are not included in other service categories. This includes transactions involving 
embassies, consulates, military bases, diplomats, consular staff, military personnel, 
international organisations, and some government-specific services such as visa charges, 
public administration support, police type services, and certain licences or permits.

• Insurance and Pension: insurance and pension services cover the provision to non-
residents of various types of insurance by resident insurance enterprises, and vice versa. 
Examples include life insurance, freight insurance, and other direct insurance.

• Intellectual Property: intellectual property services incorporate the use of proprietary 
rights, i.e., patents, trademarks, copyrights, industrial processes and designs, rights for 
satellite and television broadcasts, among many others.

• Maintenance and Repair: maintenance and repair services encompass maintenance and 
repair work by residents on goods that non-residents own, and vice versa. It is worth 
noting that this category does not include the cleaning of transport equipment 
(Transportation), construction repairs and maintenance (Construction), and computer 
maintenance and repairs (Telecommunications).

• Manufacturing: manufacturing as a service involves activities such as processing, 
assembly, labelling, and packing that are undertaken by enterprises that do not own the 
goods. Concrete examples include the assembly of clothing and electronics. The 
international trade element of this exists where the work is done by a resident of one 
economy for the owner of the goods who is a resident in another economy.

• Other Business Services: other business services cover a broad range of commercial 
services traded between residents and non-residents, including research and 
development, legal, accounting, management consulting, public relations, advertising, 
market research, engineering, technical services, operating leasing, trade-related 
services, and other miscellaneous business support services. It also includes services 
such as personnel placement, translation, security, cleaning, and real estate services for 
businesses when they do not fit into a more specific category.

• Personal, Cultural, and Recreational: personal, cultural, and recreational services cover 
audio-visual, artistic, health, education, heritage, recreational, and other personal 
services traded between residents and non-residents. This includes film, music, radio and 
television production, performing arts, services by artists and entertainers, remote health 
or education services, museum, sporting, and recreational activities.

• Telecommunications, Computer, and Information Services: telecommunications, 
computer, and information services cover the transmission of data, voice, images, and 
other information, as well as software, IT consultancy, data processing, hosting, 
database, news agency, and online information services. The category is defined by the 
type of service provided, not by how it is delivered, so a service delivered online is 
included here only if it is specifically telecoms, computer, or information-related.

• Transportation: transportation services cover the process of carriage of people and 
objects from one location to another, as well as supporting auxiliary services and postal 
and courier services. Transport can be classified by mode and by what is carried, such as 
passengers or freight.

• Travel: the travel category includes goods and services acquired by persons undertaking 
study or medical care outside their territory of residence. It also includes the acquisition 
of goods and services by seasonal, border, and other short-term workers in the economy 
of employment. The most common goods purchased in the travel category are 
accommodation, food, beverages, and transport within the economy visited. This 
definition also encompasses tuition fees for international students or medical fees for 
non-resident patients.
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Source: UN Statistics Division
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