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Our latest Greater Birmingham Quarterly Business Report looks back at the 
final months of 2016. It reveals that both manufacturers and service firms 
saw a welcome upturn in their domestic and international output, a marked 
contrast to the understandable air of caution which permeated business 
decision making prior to and after the EU referendum.

Businesses are also displaying signs of optimism for 2017 and now is the 
time to build on this sentiment and ensure that the structures are in place 
for our region to fulfil its potential. Since our last report, HS2 announced 
the majority of its preferred route for the second phase of the project, 
with Birmingham at the heart of the network. Furthermore the Greater 
Birmingham and Solihull LEP released its Strategic Economic Plan with its 
ambitious plans to help the regional economy grow by £29bn, all of which 
point to exciting times on the horizon.

The New Year will see the culmination of a variety of reforms, changes and 
opportunities from Brexit to Apprenticeship reforms and the election of 
a WMCA Mayor; we stand ready to help engage and inform our members 
and ensure businesses are fully aware of the challenges and opportunities 
ahead.
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Notwithstanding a range of potentially adverse political factors, the Greater 
Birmingham economy continues to drive forward robustly. Brexit tactics, 
Trump’s trade strategy and now Italian banking concerns as a consequence 
of the referendum result, have so far had little impact on local economic 
performance and prospects. 

Greater Birmingham businesses have recorded increased sales over the 
past quarter.  This is in part due to significantly increased export market 
demand, stimulated no doubt by the boost to competitiveness from the 
depreciation of Sterling.  This has however contributed to tightening 
import price pressures, notably for raw materials but also across other 
sectors.  Overall business sentiment, most notably amongst manufacturers, 
is buoyant, and notwithstanding anecdotal evidence to the contrary, firms 
responded that they were moving forward on investment plans, with the 
manufacturing sector apparently gearing-up strongly over the past three 
months.

Across the Greater Birmingham economy, respondents reported that 
over the past quarter and into the next, they were increasing their staff 
establishment, primarily with full-time positions.  Skilled technical staff were 
however still difficult to recruit.  Indeed, overall labour market conditions 
whilst reflecting the vibrancy of the local economy, point to more 
problematic conditions into 2017.  A shift in tack toward greater in-house 
up-skilling and a tendency for increased automation are likely responses.  

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 Birmingham, 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).
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Q4 saw a positive upturn in the domestic 
demand balance with a rise of 11 points, 
reversing a year-long downward trend. 

48% of firms reported an increase in UK Sales and conversely, 15% of 
firms reported a decrease, down from the 26% recorded in Q3. From a 
sector perspective, both service and manufacturing sector firms saw 
strong domestic demand growth. 50% of service firms reported that their 
domestic sales had increased, up from the previous quarter’s figure of 
39%. In terms of projected growth, local manufacturers predict a healthy 
increase, with the balance figure rising 12 points to 67.

Sustaining and increasing these positive results during this uncertain 
period is crucial. The Chancellor’s announcement of a National 
Productivity Fund worth £23bn is a positive signal of the Government’s 
commitment to tackling the UK’s long standing productivity problem and  
reducing the gap between ourselves and our European counterparts.
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The Price balance score saw an acute increase 
in Q4, rising by 6 points to 67 as businesses 
in both sectors expected the price of their 
goods and services to increase over the next 3 
months. 

Continuing a year-long trend, the six point increase can be attributed to 
a range of factors including the deteriorating value of sterling no doubt 
having an impact on importing raw materials. This is reflected in 31% of 
manufacturers citing raw material costs as their main price pressure for 
the third quarter running. Despite the unexpected fall in national inflation 
figures, 37% of manufacturing and service sector businesses cited 
exchange rates as their biggest concern over the last 3 months.

One way to mitigate these pressures is to reduce overall costs to 
businesses. The last 12 months have seen companies hit with a raft of 
measures such as the Auto Enrolment Scheme and National Living Wage 
which have impacted their profit levels. GBCC and the British Chambers 
of Commerce have long argued for fundamental reform of business 
rates as a key measure for reducing the burden of input taxes on British 
business. 

PRICE PRESSURES & EXTERNAL FACTORS

TURNOVER
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The workforce balance score saw a marginal 
increase of 3 points compared to Q3, with 35% 
of firms reporting an increase in the workforce.  

The percentage of firms attempting to recruit also saw a marginal 
increase (57% compared to 55% in Quarter 3). On another positive note, 
the percentage of firms which found it hard to recruit the right talent also 
decreased over the last 3 months.

There were slight differences from a sector viewpoint, with a 3% fall in 
the number of service firms recruiting in Q4 whereas manufacturers saw 
a marginal 2% increase in staff hires. However, both sectors revealed 
measured optimism in terms of hiring plans for the next 3 months, 
with a 6 point rise in firms predicting an increase for Q1 2017. Around 
55% of firms cited difficulties in hiring staff, with 46% of manufacturers 
struggling to find candidates with the right technical background.

This information broadly reflects the recent National Labour Statistics 
which revealed a 1.5% increase in the employment rate and a 0.9% 
decrease in the unemployment rate in the West Midlands. However, the 
shortage of skilled workers remains an issue. The GBCC will be hosting 
a range of activity in 2017 focussing on how businesses can effectively 
embrace apprenticeship reform as one route to tackling skills gaps and 
boosting the productivity of staff.

WORKFORCE & RECRUITMENT
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Balance
 3 Point
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The export demand balance saw a positive 
improvement of 8 points for Q4, up from the 
figure of 55 that was seen in both Quarter 2 
and Quarter 3. 

39% of firms reported an increase in their export figures where as 50% 
reported constant export sales, a fall from the prior quarter figure of 55%.

Undoubtedly buoyed by the continuing depreciation of sterling, 48% of 
manufacturing firms saw an increase in export figures (a large increase 
from the 35% listed in Q3). Service firms also reported increased export 
sales numbers comparable to pre referendum figures. Looking ahead to 
next year, both sectors predict favourable increases in export figures; in 
particular, service firms seeing a 12 point balance figure increase.

Along with the falling value of the pound, much of our region’s export 
yield is predicated on overseas demand. In light of the decision to leave 
the EU, the GBCC are calling on the Government to provide clarity on 
how they intend to maximise international opportunities for our local 
businesses and bolster overseas demand for our region’s high quality 
goods and services.
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Business confidence saw a welcome upturn for 
firms throughout the region in Q4, the balance 
figure for capital expenditure increased by 4 
points.

Q4 saw a 9 point increase in the balance score turnover, the highest point 
increase since Q4 2015. 10% of firms felt turnover would decrease in the 
next 12 months, down from 19% in the previous quarter.

Both sectors followed similar trends when it came to predicting 
profitability for 2017, with 62% of firms confident that profits will grow 
over the coming months;  an increase from the figure of 55% in both 
of the last two quarters. In particular, investment in training recovered 
from the Q3 dip and returned to a comparable level last seen in Q2. The 
proportion of firms investing in equipment increased from 16% in Q3 to 
25% in Q4. The proportion of firms that did not change their equipment 
investment plans decreased from 72% to 65%. This improved balance 
score will be positive news for those concerned about the impact of the 
EU referendum on investment decisions.

BUSINESS INVESTMENT & BUSINESS CONFIDENCE

CAPEX

Balance
 4 Points


23%
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12%
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Chamber Comment 

A welcome end to an eventful year

Following the extraordinary political and economic events of the last 
12 months, it is heartening to see businesses in our region reveal an 
increase in domestic demand, a surge in exports and greater investment 
plans around training and capital expenditure. However, the falling 
value of the pound continues to exert an upward pressure on prices; 
particularly on manufacturers importing raw materials. 

Plans to hire more staff across the board are also welcomed, broadly 
reflective of the National Labour Market Statistics which revealed a 
timely reduction in the unemployment levels across our region. However, 
this is offset by the fact that long term problems still exist around skills 
and productivity gaps. The GBCC are excited to be delivering a “Growth 
Through People” campaign in February 2017, offering free training and 
guidance to SME Chamber members that are looking to boost the 
productivity of their workforce. More information can be found on the 
GBCC website.

The challenges for the year ahead have been well documented, with 
predicted rising interest rates, greater borrowing and slower growth 
rates all creating an air of uncertainty. With the prospect of Article 
50 being activated in March, the Chambers will reinforce calls to 
Government to provide a clear programme through the Industrial 
Strategy to ensure local businesses have a stable platform in which  
they can continue to innovate and grow.

Raj Kandola



Quarterly Business Report 
If you have any futher questions on the report please contact on 0121 
607 1814 or policy@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 36 Chamber Patrons comprising companies such as Mondelez International, Jaguar 
Land Rover and The NEC Group.

About Birmingham City University

Birmingham City University is a dynamic, business-engaged institution. As a substantial 
employer with over 2,000 staff and through the provision of graduate talent, research and 
knowledge transfer, we contribute around £180 million to Birmingham’s gross domestic product 
(GDP).

The university works with in excess of 5,000 businesses, regionally, nationally and 
internationally, with our courses informed by Industry Advisory Boards, where information 
about business needs are reviewed and skills challenges are discussed. In 2015 we launched 
Advantage, the business growth service from Birmingham City University enabling 
organisations and individuals to get connected with knowledge, skills and money in business, 
innovation and enterprise. 

We have extensive sector linkages providing detailed intelligence and input into future 
innovation, driving thinking around smart specialisation, the creative economy, advanced 
manufacturing and health-related life sciences. Through our work with partners such as 
the GBS LEP, WMCA, Science City, and Creative City Partnership, we take a lead on cross 
innovation, design and climate change. Innovation is at the core of our work. Working in 
partnership is at the core of our approach to business.

Join the Conversation 

www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com
@GrBhamChambers
#GBCCQBR


