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Latest ONS survey: steady as she 
goes…and ignore retail investors at 
your peril 
The ONS (Office for National Statistics) has been charting the beneficial ownership 
of UK quoted companies periodically since the early 1960s. The latest paper was 
published in March 2022, and considers the data for December 20201. 

The long view 
The ONS surveys have identified three key themes over the past 60 years:  

► The rise of overseas investors. In 1963, London was, essentially, a domestic 
market, even though it was home to international businesses like ICI and the old 
“colonials”, such as rubber plantations. Big Bang, in 1986, was the start of a 
revolution. Since then, London has been seen as a listing venue of choice for 
companies from all over the world and, at the same time, has been transformed 
into a theatre for international investors. “Rest of the World” investors owned 
7% of the market in 1963, which had shrunk to just 3.6% by 1981; the most 
recent survey logged them at 56.3% (2020).  

► UK institutional investors discovered the equity market in the early 1960s, and 
came to dominate it by Big Bang. Their ownership peaked at 68.2% in 1981. 
Since then, their influence has declined, due partly to the rise of overseas 
investors, and partly to a move to more risk-averse approaches by, for example, 
pension funds. They remain important, but less so than many advisors believe, 
particularly for generating liquidity, and in price formation. In the latest survey, 
their ownership lies at 31.6%.  

► The decline and subsequent recovery of the retail investor. Back in 1963, the 
man in the street owned 54% of all the shares in issue on the London Stock 
Exchange (LSE). By 2012, this had fallen to a low point of 10.1%. This has since 
recovered. The most recent survey shows a small decline from the previous to 
12%. 

Why does retail matter? 
► Individuals are the third-largest investor group in the FTSE 100, and the second- 

largest in non-FTSE 100 fully listed shares and AIM stocks. 

► Individuals remain more critical to liquidity than most company managements 
understand, or capital market professionals admit. The latest data show that 
more than 80% of Main Market companies had an average trade size of less 
than £10,000, and the figure approaches 90% for AIM.  

► The pandemic has accelerated changes in investor engagement, some of which 
have made it far easier to build a relationship with the retail investor market. 
This paper gives some practical ideas on how to improve retail engagement. 
Some companies now believe this is part of the “G” in ESG. 

 
 

1 Office for National Statistics: Ownership of UK quoted shares: 2020 
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Overview of ownership 2020 
 

Holdings of FTSE 100, Alternative Investment Market (AIM) and other 
quoted companies by beneficial owner 
% at December 2020 Total market FTSE 100 AIM Other quoted 
Rest of the world 56.3 58.3 51.0 51.5 
Other financial institutions 12.8 13.7 8.8 11.2 
Individuals 12 8.4 24.0 20.0 
Unit trusts 7.4 7.1 9.0 8.1 
Banks 3.1 3.8 2.4 1.3 
Insurance companies 2.5 2.5 1.1 2.8 
Pension funds 1.8 1.8 1.7 1.8 
Private non-financial 
companies 

1.4 1.5 0.1 1.4 

Charities 0.9 1.0 0.4 0.7 
Public sector2 0.7 1.0 0.0 0.1 
Investment trusts 1.0 0.9 1.5 1.2 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Hardman & Co 
 

The picture painted by the chart above will be a familiar story to those who have 
read our previous papers on the ONS data. In every market, “Rest of the World” 
investors are the largest holders, but individuals remain the second-largest holders 
in the non-FTSE 100 main market and AIM. The next few sections look at the 
evolution of this picture. 

Ownership by “Rest of the World” over time  
 

 “Rest of the World” ownership over time 

 

 
 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Hardman & Co 
 

As noted, in 1963, London was, essentially, a domestic market, even though it was home 
to international businesses like ICI and the old “colonials”, such as rubber plantations. Big 
Bang, in 1986, was the start of a revolution. Since then, London has been seen as a listing 
venue of choice for companies from all over the world and, at the same time, has been 
transformed into a theatre for international investors. These investors owned 7% of the 

 
2  Public sector comprises local government, central government and public corporations 
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market in 1963, which had shrunk to just 3.6% by 1981. The 2020 survey shows the 
latest figure is 56.3% – another increase from 2018’s 55.7%. 

Ownership by individuals over time  
 

 Individuals’ ownership over time 

 

 

 
 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Hardman & Co 
 

Back in 1963, the man in the street owned 54% of all the shares in issue on the LSE. 
By 2008, this had fallen to a low point of 10.2%. This has since recovered. The 2018 
survey put the figure at 13.3%, but there has been a slight fall, to 12.0%, in the 2020 
data. 

It would be wrong to conclude that this means retail investors can be ignored. They 
remain the third-largest owners of the market as a whole, and, outside the  
FTSE 100, own more than a fifth of the market. They are also critical to liquidity for 
many companies, a fact that remains under-appreciated. Later on in this paper, we 
quantify retail’s impact on liquidity, and provide some suggestions for engaging with 
retail investors. 

Ownership by UK institutions over time  
Let us now turn to ownership of the market by non-individual, domestic investors. 
Most would refer to this group as “UK institutions”. The group includes insurance 
companies, pension funds, banks, other financial institutions, the public sector, unit 
trusts, investment trusts, charities and private non-financial companies. 
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 UK institutions’ ownership over time  

 

 

 
 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Hardman & Co3 
 

Collectively, this group of investors hoovered up equities from the first ONS survey 
in 1963, when they owned 39% of the market in aggregate, to a peak of 68.2% in 
1981; the chart shows that pension funds were the largest buyer. Since the early 
1980s, their share has steadily declined. This does not necessarily imply that they 
have sold stock, because the London market has been transformed into an 
international venue, particularly post Big Bang in 1986. The LSE has been very 
successful in attracting companies, the bulk of whose activities are outside the UK, 
and they inevitably bring overseas investors with them. However, UK institutions 
have, indeed, been sellers, driven, in the case of pension funds, by the need to de-
risk portfolios, as actuarial surpluses declined or disappeared, and, in the case of 
insurance companies, as new regulations paid more attention to balance sheet risk. 
The recent ONS survey shows a slight uptick in their ownership to 31.6%, but this 
has happened before in the long decline. 

 
3  Other financial institutions includes investment trusts for 1963, 1969, 1975 and 1981 
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Liquidity 
In our previous paper on the ONS survey, published in 20204, we considered 
liquidity. We said the following, which is as true today as when it was written: 

“Liquidity has become a much more important factor for professional investors since 
the events that led to the winding up of the Woodford Equity Income Fund (WEIF). 
Both Mark Carney, the outgoing Governor of the Bank of England, and Andrew 
Bailey, the CEO of the Financial Conduct Authority and the newly appointed 
Governor, have expressed concerns about the threat to the financial system from 
illiquidity in the holdings of Open-Ended Investment Companies”.  

Even before the WEIF issue, many fund managers used liquidity analysis as part of their 
investment decision. Post-Woodford, there is a renewed focus on the issue. Often, 
institutions cannot help to improve liquidity – the support of retail becomes key. 

Hardman & Co has a long history of analysing stock market liquidity5. We used to 
be told by some professionals in the capital markets that liquidity was irrelevant, 
since every share was always owned by someone. That argument has been dropped. 
Today, company managements need to be aware of the liquidity in their shares, 
since low liquidity may mean a reduced investor audience. Of course, if an institution 
is keen on a company it does not already own, but is held back from purchasing by 
poor liquidity, it is powerless to solve the liquidity hurdle itself. It must rely on other 
investors to do that. And in answer to the question “guess who they might be?”, the 
answer is retail investors, who don’t care about liquidity. 

Our work has consistently shown that the private investor is even more important 
than the shareholder register suggests, because, on most days of most months, for 
most companies, these investors set the share price. 

One way to measure the influence of retail investors on liquidity and share prices is 
to consider trading data. The table below examines the average trade size for 
companies on the AIM and Main Markets for the month of March 2022. It is the 
most recent data available as this article went to press. 

Average trade size on AIM in March 2022 

Average trade size Number of companies % of all companies 
More than £100k 2 0.2% 
£80-100k 0 0.0% 
£60-80k 1 0.1% 
£40-60k 5 0.6% 
£20-40k 13 1.6% 
£10-20k 69 8.2% 
£5-10k 172 20.5% 
£0-5k 575 68.7% 
Total 837 100.0% 

 

Source: London Stock Exchange, Hardman & Co Research 
 

 
4 Hardman & Co: Share ownership: for the many, not the few – The sequel, February 2020 
5 For example, our June 2018 paper, After the love has gone, explored post-IPO liquidity. 

https://www.hardmanandco.com/after-the-love-has-gone  
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In March 2022, for 89.2% of AIM companies, the average trade on the market was 
worth less than £10,000. Is there something unusual about March 2022? Previous 
papers using this dataset have seen figures of 82.9% (November 2019), 82% 
(November 2017) and 82% (September 2015).  

How does the Main Market compare with AIM? In November 2019, we published, 
for the first time, the data for the Main Market. In that month, 75.1% of Main Market 
companies had an average trade size of less than £10,000. In March 2022, the figure 
was 82.7%. 

 

Average trade size on the Main Market in March 2022 
Average trade size Number of companies % of all companies 
More than £100k 12 1.2% 
£80-100k 0 0.0% 
£60-80k 7 0.7% 
£40-60k 9 0.9% 
£20-40k 38 3.7% 
£10-20k 113 10.9% 
£5-10k 304 29.4% 
£0-5k 552 53.3% 
Total 1,035 100.0% 

Source: London Stock Exchange, Hardman & Co Research 

As we said in our previous paper, “The data do not show what type of investor is 
responsible for each trade, but it must be sensible to draw the conclusion that the 
lower the average, the more important the retail investor probably is”. A few 
companies get the issue. Some managements tell us that the largest part of their 
register is accounted for by institutions, which trade infrequently, often only when 
there is a placing or fundraising. Yet the price at which these large trades occur starts 
from the share price in the days and weeks before – a price set by retail investors.  

A changing attitude to retail investors can help improve liquidity 
Since we last published on this data in January 2020, many company managements 
have dramatically changed their attitude to retail investors. To some extent, this was 
already happening, but there is no doubt that the pandemic speeded up the process.  

What is being better appreciated is that better engagement with all investor 
audiences, not just institutions, will improve that vital liquidity, which then enables 
more, professional investors to buy into a company. Even today, though, some 
managements spend too much time courting institutions and too little time thinking 
about other investor audiences. One of the authors of this paper spent a large part 
of his career doing exactly that!  

There has been a step change for some companies, with, for example, many 
including a slot for retail investors in their results roadshow. Since the pandemic, it 
is more common to include retail investors in fundraisings using platforms such as 
PrimaryBid. 

Many managements also believe that creating a more level playing field for all 
investors, rather than giving privileged access to institutions, is part of their 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) policy – it is just good governance.  

Investor engagement action list for company managements 
► Put aside a slot on your results roadshow for a Zoom/Teams meeting with retail 

investors. When selecting a provider, remember that it’s not just the number of 
people watching live that counts – they may just be a small part of the total 
reach. Before the pandemic, a webinar would have been expected to be 
broadcast-quality. Now, everyone has embraced the informality of Zoom or 

... and it’s not very different on the Main 

Market  

 

May be coincidental, but progressive 

managements now recognise benefits 

of retail investors 

 

Some practical steps to improve retail 

engagement 
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Teams, with it being perfectly normal for senior management to speak from 
kitchens, studies or even bedrooms6. 

► Host capital markets days where all investors are presented to by the whole 
leadership team, not just the CEO and CFO. Again, there have been some very 
successful virtual events. 

► Engage a sponsored research house (such as Hardman & Co) to raise the 
understanding of your business, the investment case for it, and the risks. We 
have very extensive distribution, covering all types of investors, including retail. 
Although a few institutional brokers claim they cover retail, this generally means 
that work is available to high-net-worth (HNW) investors. The right house will 
keep your name and case in the minds of investors. 

► Consider speaking at retail investor events such as Mello. The virtual Mello 
Monday has been a great success, and the first physical “conference” is slated 
for May 2022. We have found the typical attendee to be knowledgeable and 
serious. 

Excluding retail investors from engagement is not only unfair on those investors, 
but may rebound on a company. Without those investors enhancing liquidity, 
institutions may not be able to buy the shares in the first place. 

 
6 See also Hardman & Co: Research distribution and investor engagement: reaching “Generation Netflix” 

and the retail investor, October 2021 



Latest ONS survey: steady as she goes  
 

  

9 May 2022 10 
 

Methodology 
The aim of the ONS survey is to identify the beneficial owners of shares, i.e. the 
person or organisation that benefits from dividends and increases in the share price. 
The survey covers companies listed on the LSE, where the UK is listed as the country 
of incorporation. Of course, many companies meet these criteria, even though the 
bulk of their operations is outside the UK.  

The dataset is provided by Euroclear (CREST), and consists of companies making up 
roughly 80% of the value of UK shares on the LSE. Analysis of that data, including 
identifying the beneficial owner of pooled nominee accounts, was carried out by 
Equiniti and Orient Capital. 

The survey input is a sample of companies taken from a list that the LSE supplies. In 
these surveys, the sample size is typically around 200, with automatic inclusion for 
the largest 85 companies by market capitalisation; the remaining companies are 
selected to represent the rest of the market by capitalisation and sector. The ONS 
hopes that, by using this approach, its survey is a close approximation to the market’s 
actual composition.  

Hardman & Co published a paper in 2020 in cooperation with Argus Vickers (AV), 
which compared the ONS survey for 2018 with work that AV and Hardman & Co 
conducted. In many respects, our work had a deeper dataset than that of the ONS. 
The conclusions were broadly similar, though7. 

While the results of the surveys over the last, nearly 60 years, show the trends in 
ownership, changes in datasets and investor definitions do mean that the results 
from one survey to the next are not necessarily directly comparable. For example, 
from 1998, the survey started to use CREST data.  

What is an individual?  
The ONS methodology paper defines individuals as “… individual persons resident 
in the UK (whether registered in their own name, through a PEP/ISA, or as clients 
of a stockbroker or fund management group); together with shares held for 
employee share ownership schemes; and shares held in trusts with named individual 
beneficiaries”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7 Hardman & Co Share ownership: For the many, not the few?, January 2020 
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About Hardman & Co 
Hardman & Co is a rapidly growing, innovative corporate research & consultancy 
business, based in London, serving the needs of both public and private companies. 
Its expert team of nearly 35 sector analysts and market professionals collectively 
has more than 400 years of experience. This depth of knowledge and a reputation 
for integrity have built trust with investors. With effective communication and 
carefully targeted distribution, Hardman & Co helps companies disseminate their 
investment message to interested investors, and also advises them on strategy. 

Our smaller, boutique structure allows us to provide first-class customer service and 
to deliver a wide range of ad hoc services for multiple clients with different needs. 

www.hardmanandco.com 
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Disclaimer 
Hardman & Co provides professional independent research services and all information used in the publication of this report has been compiled from publicly 
available sources that are believed to be reliable. However, no guarantee, warranty or representation, express or implied, can be given by Hardman & Co as to the 
accuracy, adequacy or completeness of the information contained in this research and they are not responsible for any errors or omissions or results obtained 
from use of such information. Neither Hardman & Co, nor any affiliates, officers, directors or employees accept any liability or responsibility in respect of the 
information which is subject to change without notice and may only be correct at the stated date of their issue, except in the case of gross negligence, fraud or 
wilful misconduct. In no event will Hardman & Co, its affiliates or any such parties be liable to you for any direct, special, indirect, consequential, incidental damages 
or any other damages of any kind even if Hardman & Co has been advised of the possibility thereof.    

This research has been prepared purely for information purposes, and nothing in this report should be construed as an offer, or the solicitation of an offer, to buy 
or sell any security, product, service or investment. The research reflects the objective views of the analyst(s) named on the front page and does not constitute 
investment advice.  However, the companies or legal entities covered in this research may pay us a fixed fee in order for this research to be made available. A full 
list of companies or legal entities that have paid us for coverage within the past 12 months can be viewed at http://www.hardmanandco.com/legals/research-
disclosures. Hardman may provide other investment banking services to the companies or legal entities mentioned in this report. 

Hardman & Co has a personal dealing policy which restricts staff and consultants’ dealing in shares, bonds or other related instruments of companies or legal entities 
which pay Hardman & Co for any services, including research. No Hardman & Co staff, consultants or officers are employed or engaged by the companies or legal 
entities covered by this document in any capacity other than through Hardman & Co.  

Hardman & Co does not buy or sell shares, either for their own account or for other parties and neither do they undertake investment business. We may provide 
investment banking services to corporate clients. Hardman & Co does not make recommendations. Accordingly, they do not publish records of their past 
recommendations. Where a Fair Value price is given in a research note, such as a DCF or peer comparison, this is the theoretical result of a study of a range of 
possible outcomes, and not a forecast of a likely share price. Hardman & Co may publish further notes on these securities, companies and legal entities but has no 
scheduled commitment and may cease to follow these securities, companies and legal entities without notice. 

The information provided in this document is not intended for distribution to, or use by, any person or entity in any jurisdiction or country where such distribution or 
use would be contrary to law or regulation or which would subject Hardman & Co or its affiliates to any registration requirement within such jurisdiction or country. 

Some or all alternative investments may not be suitable for certain investors. Investments in small and mid-cap corporations and foreign entities are speculative 
and involve a high degree of risk. An investor could lose all or a substantial amount of his or her investment. Investments may be leveraged and performance may 
be volatile; they may have high fees and expenses that reduce returns. Securities or legal entities mentioned in this document may not be suitable or appropriate 
for all investors. Where this document refers to a particular tax treatment, the tax treatment will depend on each investor’s particular circumstances and may be 
subject to future change. Each investor’s particular needs, investment objectives and financial situation were not taken into account in the preparation of this 
document and the material contained herein. Each investor must make his or her own independent decisions and obtain their own independent advice regarding 
any information, projects, securities, tax treatment or financial instruments mentioned herein. The fact that Hardman & Co has made available through this 
document various information constitutes neither a recommendation to enter into a particular transaction nor a representation that any financial instrument is 
suitable or appropriate for you. Each investor should consider whether an investment strategy of the purchase or sale of any product or security is appropriate for 
them in the light of their investment needs, objectives and financial circumstances.  

This document constitutes a ‘financial promotion’ for the purposes of section 21 Financial Services and Markets Act 2000 (United Kingdom) (‘FSMA’) and 
accordingly has been approved by Capital Markets Strategy Ltd which is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA).  

No part of this document may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, without prior permission from Hardman & Co. By accepting this document, the recipient agrees to be bound by the limitations set out in this notice. 
This notice shall be governed and construed in accordance with English law. Hardman Research Ltd, trading as Hardman & Co, is an appointed representative of 
Capital Markets Strategy Ltd and is authorised and regulated by the FCA under registration number 600843. Hardman Research Ltd is registered at Companies 
House with number 8256259. 

(Disclaimer Version 8 – Effective from August 2018) 

Status of Hardman & Co’s research under MiFID II 
Some professional investors, who are subject to the new MiFID II rules from 3rd January, may be unclear about the status of Hardman & Co research and, 
specifically, whether it can be accepted without a commercial arrangement. Hardman & Co’s research is paid for by the companies, legal entities and issuers about 
which we write and, as such, falls within the scope of ‘minor non-monetary benefits’, as defined in the Markets in Financial Instruments Directive II. 

In particular, Article 12(3) of the Directive states: ‘The following benefits shall qualify as acceptable minor non-monetary benefits only if they are: (b) ‘written 
material from a third party that is commissioned and paid for by a corporate issuer or potential issuer to promote a new issuance by the company, or where the 
third party firm is contractually engaged and paid by the issuer to produce such material on an ongoing basis, provided that the relationship is clearly disclosed in 
the material and that the material is made available at the same time to any investment firms wishing to receive it or to the general public…’ 

The fact that Hardman & Co is commissioned to write the research is disclosed in the disclaimer, and the research is widely available. 

The full detail is on page 26 of the full directive, which can be accessed here: http://ec.europa.eu/finance/docs/level-2-measures/mifid-delegated-regulation-
2016-2031.pdf 

In addition, it should be noted that MiFID II’s main aim is to ensure transparency in the relationship between fund managers and brokers/suppliers, and eliminate 
what is termed ‘inducement’, whereby free research is provided to fund managers to encourage them to deal with the broker. Hardman & Co is not inducing the 
reader of our research to trade through us, since we do not deal in any security or legal entity.  

http://www.hardmanandco.com/legals/research-disclosures
http://www.hardmanandco.com/legals/research-disclosures
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