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The Greater Birmingham Quarterly Business Report in Q2 indicated 
repressed domestic demand for business, with more challenging conditions 
for manufacturers in particular. In contrast exports and export forecasts 
rose surprisingly, given the recent uncertainty in global market conditions.  
This uncertainty is reflected in lacklustre business confidence this quarter, 
as well as subdued business investment.

The hot topic in recent months has been the EU Referendum - the single 
most important vote of a generation.  Now that the “Leave” decision has 
now been made, we urge the government to put political and personal 
differences aside and come together to act in the best interests of our 
nation, restoring confidence in our economic and political future.

Since our last report, the West Midlands Combined Authority has formally 
received its devolved powers. The speed with which the Local Authorities 
involved have brought the WMCA together is impressive.  This combined 
authority will create the opportunity for more meaningful collaboration 
and scale at a regional level. We wish the WMCA well and hope to work 
with them to communicate what this new body means for businesses and 
ensure a strong business voice is heard.
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Given the market volatility dominating the first two months of the year, 
driven by widespread political uncertainty and a pessimistic global 
economic outlook, the relative stability reflected in the Q2 2016 outlook is 
to be welcomed. In particular the growth in service exports and the forecast 
growth in exports across all sectors is very encouraging.  Employment and 
investment plans and business confidence more generally remain stable, 
although manufacturers are feeling marginally less assured than service 
firms.  

At this point (writing 3 days before the vote) UK businesses appear to be 
poised for the outcome of the EU referendum. The threat of ‘Brexit’ has put 
strategic decision making on hold and other threats, such as the refugee 
crisis and the slowdown in China are firmly on the backburner. 

But consumer confidence in the UK and Europe, which is the most 
important driver of economic performance in the region, seems to be 
holding up well.

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce’s Quarterly Business 
Report offers an up to date snapshot of the performance of the Greater 
Birmingham business community. It is the most comprehensive regular 
report of its kind in the city-region. Underpinning our report is data gathered 
from quarterly surveys on key indicators such as sales, exports, investment 
intentions and the workforce. The Greater Birmingham Quarterly Business 
Report launched in 2016, succeeding the previous Quarterly Economic 
Survey Report.

The Chambers survey businesses across the Greater Birmingham Chambers 
area which includes Solihull, Sutton Coldfield, Lichfield & Tamworth, Cannock 
Chase and Burton-on-Trent.  Balance figures are determined according to 
business responses to the indicators: an increase (multiplied by one), remain 
constant (multiplied by 0.5), decrease (multiplied by 0).  

About the 
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Business
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The domestic demand balance has continued 
its downward trend since Q3 2015, falling by 1 
point in Q2 to 60.  This is the lowest balance 
recorded since Q1 2013. 

On balance, UK sales improved for local service firms between Q1 and 

Q2, however manufacturers signalled more challenging conditions.  

32% reported a decrease in UK sales, the highest figure reported since 

Q4 2009.  National Markit/CIPS UK Manufacturing PMI data for May 

highlights a “subdued” year for manufacturing, although it indicated a 

slight strengthening in the domestic market in May.  This contrasts to 

the overall experience of our local firms, and as sales forecasts for the 

next quarter continue to weaken, there is still work to be done to help 

our manufacturers improve their competitiveness and win more of the 

available business in this challenging market.

We would encourage manufacturers, or any business experiencing 

challenges to contact the GBS LEP growth hub for free expert advice on 

what business support and funding is available.

DOMESTIC DEMAND

DOMESTIC 
SALES

Balance
 1 Points


44%


32%


24%

Business confidence maintained its lacklustre 
trend in Q2, with confidence in both turnover 
and profitability subdued.   

Confidence in expected turnover saw little change, 62% expect turnover 

to increase in the next 12 months compared to 63% in Q1.  Confidence in 

profitability however saw 54% of firms expecting profitability to increase 

in the next 12 months, a fall from 61% in Q1.

This difference in turnover and profitability expectations points to firms 

absorbing additional costs rather than raising their prices.  Only 22% of 

firms expect to raise their prices in the next quarter, compared with 31% 

in Q1.  We’ve heard from numerous businesses that they are having to 

absorb the costs of new policies such as the National Living Wage and 

Auto Enrolment rather than raise prices, in order to keep their goods and 

services competitive.  

We call on the Government to commit to no new up-front business taxes, 

costs or taxes for the remainder of the parliament.

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE & PRICE PRESSURES

TURNOVER

Balance
 1 Point


62%


20%


18%



The workforce balance rose slightly in Q2 by 2 
points but continued an overall steady trend.  

60% of firms reported that their workforce remained constant in Q2, 

compared to 51% in Q1.  64% of firms are also expecting their workforce 

to remain constant in the next quarter.  The current economy is 

experiencing a period of employment stability, with national employment 

levels (the proportion of people aged from 16 to 64 who are in work) at 

74.2% as of April 2016 the joint highest level since records began in 1971.

55% of firms still attempted to recruit in Q2 mainly for professional or 

managerial staff.  Of these firms 56% experienced recruitment difficulties, 

which is the lowest level of difficulty reported for 2 years.  Firms mainly 

cited a lack of experience or skills as the reasons for difficulties recruiting, 

however work attitude and commitment were also frequently stated.

WORKFORCE & RECRUITMENT

WORKFORCE

Balance
 2 Points


32%


60%


8%

The export demand balance increased by 4 
points in Q2.  After a broad downward trend in 
recent quarters, this is the first increase since 
Q4 2014.  

In Q2, 35% of firms reported an increase in exports compared to 26% in 
Q1.  This is in line with the national picture, as the latest UK Trade figures 
from the ONS revealed that exports have increased by £4.4 billion since 
the start of the year.  Locally, there is also good news looking ahead, as 
exports are forecast by businesses to increase in the next quarter.
  
The contrast between domestic and export sales is surprising, given 
at the time of the Q2 report survey, the business climate consisted of 
weaker global growth, challenging exchange rates, as well as market 
uncertainty resulting from the uncertain outcome of the EU Referendum.  
Post-referendum, sterling exchange rates have fallen significantly creating 
an opportunity for UK Exporters.  

In Q2 businesses did report concern about the EU Referendum and the 
potential impact on their business, including exports.  The Chambers will 
work hard to guide and support our members through the  
post-referendum world as more information emerges. 

EXPORT DEMAND

EXPORT 
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Balance
 4 Points


35%


43%


22%



Business Investment rose slightly in Q2, 
continuing a recent modest upward trend.

Investment in Capex rose by 1 point, with a shift chiefly in businesses 
keeping plans constant. 68% of firms reported keeping investment plans 
in Capex constant, in contrast to 48% in Q1.  Similarly, 63% of businesses 
expected to keep investment in training constant, compared to 45% in Q1.  
While it was good news that firms were not decreasing investment 
plans, a lower percentage of firms were also increasing plans.  This is 
unsurprising given campaigning for the EU Referendum escalated in Q2.  
Talking to business representatives in Greater Birmingham anecdotally 
at the time, especially those involved in property and inward investment, 
many highlighted that existing plans as well as a number of significant 
new deals were being put on hold until after the EU Referendum result.

Now that the “Leave” decision has been made we urge the government 
to swiftly clarify their vision and provide reliable information for a  
post-Brexit UK, to work towards renewing confidence in the markets and 
support a positive UK investment environment.

BUSINESS INVESTMENT

CAPEX

Balance
 1 Point


24%


68%


8%
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Chamber Comment 

On balance business reported more subdued business 
conditions in Q2.  Only investment plans and exports 
countered this with marginal or modest increases 
respectively.  

Subdued conditions are unsurprising given the uncertainty that the past 
few months has brought leading up to the EU Referendum. 

Our final poll just weeks before the Referendum revealed 51% of 
businesses wanted to Remain, while 39% wanted to leave.  Now that the 
Leave decision has been made, we ask businesses to be positive and 
avoid knee-jerk reactions. We have several years of negotiations ahead 
before this vote becomes a reality and there is still plenty of business to 
be done.

We will guide and support our members through the post-referendum 
world as more information emerges.  We will also be working with the 
British Chambers of Commerce and Chambers across the country to 
campaign hard for the needs of business.

We urge the Government to put political and personal differences aside 
and act in the best interests of our nation.  Now is the time for stability, 
clarity and action.



Quarterly Business Report 
If you have any futher questions on the report please contact 
Stephanie Wall on 0121 607 1814 or s.wall@birmingham-chamber.com

About GBCC.

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce (GBCC) is a membership-led, business 

support organisation that has acted as the voice of local businesses since 1813.  Today, we 

continue to connect, support and grow local businesses.  

We are one of the largest Chambers in the country with more than 2,500 member companies 

covering six geographic areas across the region (Birmingham, Burton, Chase, Lichfield and 

Tamworth, Solihull and Sutton Coldfield) and three themed divisions (Asian Business Chamber 

of Commerce, Future Faces, and the British American Business Council.)  

Members range from young professionals to SMEs and large, high profile organisations, 

including 35 Chamber Patrons comprising companies such as Mondelez International, Jaguar 

Land Rover and The NEC Group.

About Birmingham Business School

At Birmingham Business School we deliver world-class research and teaching that provides the; 

insight, ambition and skills to shape advanced and sustainable business strategies. 

We are a dynamic, internationally focused school offering programmes across the full range 

of business disciplines. Our academic staff are renowned for their world-class research and 

excellence in teaching, which enrich our students’ knowledge and understanding. We pride 

ourselves on students graduating with a range of skills that give them a competitive edge in 

the employment market.

Birmingham Business School is consistently found in global ranking tables and accredited by 

leading bodies, AMBA, EQUIS and AACSB. The triple-crown accreditation confirms our position 

within an elite group of global business schools.

We have an enviable Advisory Board that we work closely with, an excellent level of 

engagement with regional and international businesses and strong links with policy makers 

involved with economic growth and business.   


