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UK Photonics  

• 2025 update for fiscal years ending in 2024 
• Pre tariff upheaval
• Pre UK gov change

Companies listed @ 
www.photonicsuk.org/directory

• Revenues up £3.3 billion
• Employees up 5,700
• Gross value added to 

economy up £1.5 billion
• Net 220 additional firms

UK Photonics 2025  

http://www.photonicsuk.org/directory
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UK Photonics Growth 

• Very Strong Growth 2022-2024 
• Profit growth exceeding revenue
• Employee growth lags
• Benefit growth up

• Like-for-Like = underlying growth
• Only companies in both data sets
• No changes in apportionment

2022-2024 
GROWTH

VS 20-22

Like-for-

like 

2 year

Like-for-

like

 CAGR

Headline 

2 year 

growth

Sales 16% (↑7) 7.9% 22% (↑4.5)

Profit 26% (↑9) 12% 31% (↑12)

Employment 8.2% (↑3.2) 4% 7.3% (↑3)

Benefits/ employee 7% (↑1.7%) 3.8%

GVA 20% (↑7%) 9.4% 21% (↑7.5)

GVA per employee 11% (↑3.6) 5.2% 13%(4.6)



Trend: Long term growth 4.4%

• Return to long term average

• 4X general manufacturing

• £19–£21.6 billion forecast for 2026

• Modest continuation long term growth

• Upside continuation of 2022-24 trend

• On track £50bn by 2035

Industry more optimistic

• 70% forecast growth > 5%

• In common with 2023 

• Aligned to upside forecast 
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Photonics Compared
• Continues to outperform other higher-profile 

sectors

• Photonics employs: 

• More than Aerospace or Motor manuf

• 3X more than Pharma, Steel or Chemical

•  Photonics Revenues:

• > chemical manuf or test & measurement, 
> 2X steel revenues.

• On track exceed aerospace and pharma

• Number photonics firms

• 50% > Aerospace, Chem, Pharma, 
Petroleum or Steel

• Productivity 33% > UK manufacturing 
average

• Top 20% of manuf productivity
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• Diversity underpins broad enabling 
nature of photonics

• Built enivron up to 4th from 6th due to adding 
lighting firms

• Defence security rising focus
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Markets

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450

Industrial manufacturing

Photonics supply chain

Medical, health, lifesciences

Built environment including lighting

Communications and data

Test and measurement

Manufacturing equipment

Defence and security

Scientific, research and training

Quantum

Energy, oil and gas

Consumer and entertainment

Aerospace and space

Automotive, rail and marine

Agriculture and food

Software

Number of photonic companies operating in sector

End Markets targeted by photonic firms operate

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

System supplier- 1

General sub-system supplier- 2

Sensors and imaging sub-systems- 2

LEDs and related light sources- 2

Laser sources -2

Displays -2

Component supplier -3

Research and innovation services- 4

Distribution, service and sales offices- 4

Consultancy services- 5

Laser based services (cutting, marking,…

Fibre installation and network services- 5

Number of photonic companies operating in tier

UK photonics companies supply chain tier



Hot Sectors
• Where is the growth?
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• Indication only - like-for-like
• Companies assigned uniformly to multiple sectors
• Sector assignment subjective

• Revenue growth strong all sectors
• Med tech and defence lowest

• Profit growth most variable
• Defence strongest, Test and Industrial lowest

• Employment growth ~tracks revenue
• except lighting

• GVA growth most uniform
• Recruitment / profit balance  

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Revgrowth

Profitgrowth

Employgrowth

GVAgrowth

Like-for-Like 'sector' growth

Industrial manufacturing Photonics supply chain

Medical_Health_Lifesciences Test and measurement

Communications and data Built environment inc Lighting

Scientific_Research_Training Manufacturing Equipment

Defence and Security

 -  0.20  0.40  0.60  0.80  1.00  1.20  1.40  1.60

profit/rev growth

Employ/rev growth

Like-for-Like 'sector' growth ratios

Industrial manufacturing Photonics supply chain

Medical_Health_Lifesciences Test and measurement

Communications and data Built environment inc Lighting

Scientific_Research_Training Manufacturing Equipment

Defence and Security



8

R&D intensity

• Photonics R&D intensive industry

• >70% of photonics companies invest >5% of turnover 
into R&D

• >40% invest more than 10% (all areas of R&D)

• Slight decline in number firms investing at very 
highest level

• Half indicate majority of investment into 
photonics* 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Annual R&D investment ~  2025-
27 forecast

Annual R&D investment ~  2022-
24 years

Annual R&D investment ~  2022-
24  forecast

Annual R&D investment ~   2020-
22 years

Photonics Industrial R&D investment

<1% 1-2.4% 2.5-4.9% 5-10% >10%
R&D fraction on photonics: 

2023

0-24% 25-49% 50-74% 75-100%

R&D fraction on photonics: 
2025

0-24% 25-49% 50-74% 75-100%

* Beware selection bias
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Regional Output 

• All regions see growth
• >1650 operating sites recorded

• 9 regions >£1bn output 
• 10 regions productivity >£90k 

GVA/employee
PLG 2021

Employment; Revenue

7,190 ; £1,480m

2,990 ; £600m

4,430 ; £1,020m

4,830 ; £1,310m

4,220 ; £960m

6,140 ; £1,320m

6,860 ; £1,540m

4,230 ; £790m

9,300 ; £2,480m

6,330 ; £1,380m

20,270 ; £4,340m

7,800 ; £1,310m

Scotland

Northern Ireland

North East

North West

Yorkshire and the Humber

East Midlands

West Midlands

Wales

East of England

Greater London

South East

South West

103,580 

144,560 

115,240 

122,870 

141,920 

90,230 

108,350 

112,410 

99,870 

80,760 

84,560 

97,420 

-0  £20K  £40K  £60K  £80K  £100K £120K £140K

Scotland

Northern Ireland

North East

North West

Yorkshire and the Humber

East Midlands

West Midlands

Wales

East of England

Greater London

South East

South West

Regional productivity (GVA/employee)
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Knowledge Base

• >40 Universities &  >18 RTO’s engaged in photonics 
research across the UK

• Any missing?

• Cover full range of photonics from advanced materials, 
semiconductors, optical fibre, lasers & LEDs, optics & 
more 

• Host multiple world-leading researchers

• Well connect to industry

• All indicate connection to industry

• 1/3 >£1m in industry funding annually



• Revenue & employment 
dominated by large orgs

• Common in all manufacturing

• Slight bias to larger company sizes
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Size distribution
Unchanged
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Revenue / employment by Size of Operation 

Number companies

Total revenue

Photonics employment

75% 78%
75%

70%

53.2%

19% 16%
17%

24%

31.9%

5% 4% 5% 5%
11.5%

1% 1% 2% 1.0% 3.4%

Size of Photonics firms relative to other sectors

Large
>250

Medium,
50-250

Small, 10-
50

Micro <10
employee
s



Company age and 
creation rate

• 40% founded in last 20 years

• >10% > 50 years old

• Drop off in company creation

• Last years << long term average
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Global comparisons

Photonics Components & systems:

Photonics 21, Tematys 2024*

• Global $865bn

• EU €125bn, 6.5% CAGR

• UK #3 EU producer (2022)
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Photonics Components: SPIE

• Global Photonics Component 
revenue $345bn, 

• UK #4 in EU, #9 in world

• By HQ location

Source: SPIE Optics & Photonics Industry Report 
2020

Germany, 
€ 48.10, 

39%

France, € 
16.80, 
13%

UK, € 
14.50, 
12%

Netherlands, 
€ 8.40, 7%

Italy, € 
6.30, 5%

Switzerland, € 
5.60, 5%

Sweden, € 3, 2%

Spain, 1.8, 1%

Rest of 
Europe, 

20.5, 16%

EU Photonics (€bn)

Japan
31%

United 
States
21%

S. Korea
13%

China
13%

Taiwan
6%

Germany
6%

Netherlands
2%

Austria
2%

UK
1%

ROW
5%

Photonics Revenue by HQ
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• Enabled market 
$2.5tr

*2022 data

Source: 
Tematys, P21



USA, 20.7%

China, 12.3%

UK, 5.9%

Japan, 
5.6%

Germany, 5.6%

France, 
3.9%

India, 3.2%

Italy, 3.0%

Canada, 2.8%

Korea, 2.4%Spain, 2.3%

Australia, 2.2%

Russia, 2.2%

Brazil, 1.7%

Netherlands, 1.6%
Switzerland, 1.4%

Taiwan, 1.3%

Poland, 1.2%

Sweden, 1.1%

Turkey, 1.0%

Belgium, 1.0%

Other, 19.4%

Location of institute / organisation
 publications referencing photonics 

1990-2024

Plus many others @ <1%

• Proxy for countries leading in 

application of photonics

• Top countries <> biggest photonics 

economies

Geography of photonics impact

• Frequency of photonic ‘terms’ in 

all global publications?

• 35 years, 160 million publications, all 

sectors globally

• 13% all publications include at least 

one photonic tech

• UK 3rd largest producer of 

publications including photonics

• Held position for 35 years
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Methodology

Size of UK photonics industry output 

• What is made / produced in UK

• For UK consumption and export

• Not what is purchased in UK

• Includes components systems and services

• Firms producing photonics products /services - 
photonicsuk.org/directory

• Dun & Bradstreet financial data

• Turnover, profit, employees from Co. House
• Data lags by 12-18 months

• For large / diversified companies fraction 
apportioned to photonics

• For multinational only include UK production

• Method unchanged 2017-2025

• Consistency = long term like-for-like growth

• Benchmark for quantifying the impact of 
enabling technology sectors

• Used UK Acoustics, Fluid dynamics UK, NL, 
AUS/NZ. Photonics in EU & Globally

• Pioneered by Harlin Ltd

“Companies in generation, manipulation, control, transmission & detection of light”
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Summary

• Photonics £18.5 billion industry 

• Growing fast – on track £50bn by 2035

• Employing 85,000 in 1,400 firms

• Leading productivity @ £101,000 GVA/job 

• Present in all markets @ all tiers

• Highly innovation focused

Foster 
higher level 

system 
engineering

Support 
volume 
scale-up 

and  
automation

Enhance UK 
resilience 

by 
supporting 
photonics 

in challenge 
programs

Empower 
photonics 

to innovate 
in 

applications 
with 

greatest 
market pull

Accelerate 
supply of 
skills & 
talent in 

pace with 
growth 

Five-point action plan to build on UK photonics 
strengths



Nudging industry, academia, support agencies & government together

Making Photonics bigger, faster, stronger
www.photonicsuk.org ,  John.Lincoln@photonicsuk.org

Sponsored by
Photonics Leadership Group Supported by

Anchored In
Bay Photonics
Cambridge Consultants
Coherent Scotland
Compound Semiconductor 

Applications Catapult
CS Connected
Fraunhofer Ctr Applied Photonics

G&H Group
Harlin Ltd 
IQE
Laser 2000
Optica OSA
Oxford Fiber
PowerPhotonic
Seagate Technology

Singular Photonics
Photonics Scotland
SPIE Europe
STFC 
Thales UK
University of Aston
University of Southampton
UCL
Wave photonics

http://www.photonicsuk.org/
mailto:John.Lincoln@photonicsuk.org
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