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The Quarterly Business Report for Q1 reveals a quiet confidence amongst firms 
based in Greater Birmingham. It illustrates that businesses across the service and 
manufacturing industries saw a nominal rise in domestic demand, stability in export 
sales and relative constancy in employment and investment plans across both 
sectors. Furthermore, it is encouraging to see that local businesses are expecting 
turnover and profitability to increase over the next 12 months along with greater 
projections around UK and overseas orders. 

Much of this optimistic feeling would have been bolstered by important 
announcements made in the last three months across the region; none more so 
than the issuance of Royal Assent for Phase I of HS2 which makes the project a 
reality and ensures steps are being put in place to help unlock the latent economic 
potential of the region. 

Two key events are dominating national and regional political discourse; the 
invocation of Article 50 and the election of a West Midlands Mayor. In the first 
instance, the GBCC Brexit Advisory Group are on hand to inform members of 
changes to economic and political legislation that will potentially impact their 
business output. On the second, we continue to work with the candidates to 
promote a pro-business agenda using our manifesto: Business Priorities 2017: 
Vision for a West Midlands Mayor. We are also working hard to raise awareness of 
the elections. We have produced a toolkit for business leaders to support them in 
engaging their employees in this defining moment for the region.
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The latest QBR results show a robust start to the year for the Greater Birmingham 
economy.  This has been driven by a dramatic acceleration in manufacturing output, 
with the domestic market now matching ongoing buoyant export activity: a majority 
of firms reported increased turnover from this source.  Continued strong export 
performance amongst manufacturers is likely to be driven by the depreciation 
of Sterling in 2016.  Nevertheless, service industries in the area experienced a 
modest easing in export growth performance, although order books remain strong 
suggesting that this is likely to be temporary.

Business sentiment continues to be very positive with some two-thirds of firms 
expecting increased profits this year.  However, firms continue to express unease 
over exchange rate volatility and intense competition. The latter is likely to be, in 
part, a reflection of continued tightness in the labour market with a number of firms 
experiencing challenges in recruitment of appropriately skilled staff.

In light of the continued buoyancy of the regional economy, the Government’s 
Industrial Strategy and commitment to rebalancing infrastructure spending will 
take on even greater importance.  In particular, moves to alleviate infrastructure 
constraints and tackle skills issues will be key.  Over one third of surveyed firms have 
had to revise up their plans for investment in training.

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).

About the 
Quarterly
Business

Report



The domestic demand balance has continued 
its upward trend in Q1, with a two point 
increase to 69. 

Overall, 51% of local businesses recorded growth in domestic sales with 
13% reporting a reduction, a marginal fall from the 15% noted at the end 
of last year. The general rise was predominantly driven by a favourable 
upturn in manufacturing firms’ domestic output, with 53% of firms citing 
an improvement in domestic revenue; the highest total reported since 
September 2015. Domestic sales for service firms stayed at the same 
level in Q1 however both sectors reported strong projections in domestic 
orders for the next 3 months, with the balance figure rising by 8 points to 
73.

Undoubtedly, much of the domestic demand has been predicated on 
the fiscal stimulus announced in the Autumn Statement and Spring 
Budget, coupled with more favourable credit conditions for households. 
However, slower pay growth and increasing import prices are likely to 
produce a downward pressure on consumer spending, which, in turn 
will have a detrimental impact on domestic orders. The GBCC welcomes 
the Chancellor’s continued commitment to infrastructure investment via 
the Industrial Strategy and his endorsement of the Midlands Engine to 
ensure our local businesses have access to new channels across the UK 
to develop and grow.
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36%


13%

A 3 point increase in the price balance for both 
sectors combined marked the continuation of 
a year-long process. 

42% of firms expect their prices to go up over the next three months 
compared to 38% in Q4 of 2016.  Companies in both sectors were still 
mainly attributing this upsurge to the higher costs of importing raw 
materials however concerns around exchange rates remained the biggest 
concern to manufacturers and service firms.
 
Interestingly, the degree of apprehension over raw material costs and 
exchange rates had somewhat lessened in the last 3 months (down from 
27% to 25%). However, this was offset with firms demonstrating greater 
unease around rising business rates, with 17% of firms listing the upfront 
tax as their biggest concern compared to 11% last quarter. Along with 
the British Chambers of Commerce we are calling on the Government to 
demonstrate a pro-enterprise position by simplifying the administration 
of business rates and removing plant and machinery from the rating 
system. 

PRICE PRESSURES & EXTERNAL FACTORS

TURNOVER

Balance
 3 Points


42%


56%

2%



The workforce balance fell slightly in Q1 by 2 
points but was in line with recent trends and 
echoed pre-EU referendum levels.  

60% of firms reported that their workforce remained constant, a 3 point 
increase compared to the last quarter. The percentage of firms reporting 
reduced headcount fell from 38% to 35%. In terms of future forecasts, 
both service and manufacturing firms noted that hiring would slow down 
over the next three months. 

Both individual sectors revealed a drop in recruitment plans over the 
quarter. This is broadly reflective of the ONS statistics released in 
December which revealed a 0.3% drop in the employment rate across the 
West Midlands. Additionally, it was concerning to see local companies 
citing an 8% increase in recruitment difficulties, with once again, a lack 
of skills cited as the primary concern. Much of the findings reveal long 
standing structural deficiencies in the make-up of the regional economy, 
particularly around skills; a problem likely to be brought into sharper 
focus by the EU referendum result and its potential impact on access to 
talent from Europe. 

Building on our Growth Through People Campaign, the GBCC will be 
working with our members to explore channels available to improve 
people management processes and to help unlock business growth and 
productivity.

WORKFORCE & RECRUITMENT

WORKFORCE

Balance
 2 Points


32%


60%

8%

The export demand balance remained the 
same heading into the first quarter of 2017 
with a 14% increase in the number of firms 
reporting constant export sales. 

With the depreciation of sterling continuing to create favourable export 
conditions for UK businesses, a strong balance score figure of 64 was 
maintained from the last quarter. 32% of firms saw an increase in their 
export sales, a 7% drop from Q4 2016. Industry breakdowns varied. 
Manufacturers reported a 2% rise in export demand. Service firms saw 
a largescale 15% reduction in firms reporting an increase in export sales 
from the last quarter; a trend also echoed in the sluggish Markit/CIPS PMI 
results released in March. However, the number of firms reporting a fall in 
export orders in both sectors decreased from 11% to 6%, which led to an 
overall rebalancing of the combined total. 

Furthermore, the collective balance score figure of 64 is still the highest 
recorded since the end of 2014 and export projections in both sectors 
are predicting more demand with a 3 point rise from 65 to 68. With the 
announcement that the UK will no longer be a member of the Single 
Market, the GBCC is calling on the Government to provide greater clarity 
on the impact on tariff legislation and restrictions on movement following 
the invocation of Article 50; factors which will no doubt impact on local 
firms’ growth projections and their international reach. 
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The balance figure for business investment 
remained at 56, on par with pre-referendum 
levels.

There were acute differences in capital expenditure investment from 
an industry viewpoint with service companies listing a modest 1 point 
increase in equipment investment whereas manufacturers saw a 4 point 
rise in the number of firms confirming that their capex investment plans 
had remained the same.

However, the combined figures for turnover and profitability projections 
saw a pleasing uplift. 72% of businesses envisaged turnover increasing 
over the next 12 months and 67% felt profitability would improve over 
the same time period. Overall, investment plans in training grew in the 
combined sectors by 4 points however there were visible variances 
from a sectoral perspective. 36% of service companies invested more in 
employee development (up from the 27% noted in Q4), whereas 14% of 
manufacturing firms cut their training budgets (a rise from the 5% listed 
in the last quarter). 

Some of this may be attributed to the lower value of sterling making it 
more costly for manufacturers to import raw materials which, in turn, 
is diverting funding away from other vital areas central to growing a 
business such as people development and capex outlays. We will be 
listening closely to our manufacturing members to understand the 
factors affecting investment in training.

BUSINESS INVESTMENT & BUSINESS CONFIDENCE

CAPEX

Balance
 0 Points


23%


65%


12%
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Chamber Comment 

Despite political uncertainty, these results 
demonstrate the robust nature of the regional 
economy.

Given the groundswell in positive market sentiment last quarter, it 
was perhaps inevitable that we would see a slight levelling off in 
the immediate period before the activation of Article 50 as political 
uncertainty spread into business decision making. Coupled with an 
increase in domestic orders, our firms maintained a healthy degree of 
export sales and relatively strong levels of investment in training and 
capital expenditure. 

In light of the invocation of Article 50, we are calling on the Government 
to create favourable economic conditions to ensure our members are 
equipped with the means required to adapt to the upcoming changes 
and to embrace the new opportunities on offer with Europe and further 
afield. 

However, a policy plan around Brexit will need to be successfully 
underpinned by a strong domestic agenda to help our businesses grow. 
As our survey demonstrates, local firms have concerns around skills 
shortages and the increasing burden of higher business rates, all of 
which prevent our companies from reaching their full potential. We will 
be working closely with key stakeholders across the region to ensure the 
Government listens to the concerns of the business community and that 
appropriate measures are reflected in policy programmes such as the 
Industrial Strategy.  



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
Join the conversation by following at @grbhamchambers and using #GBCCQBR
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