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Comment on Business Confidence

It was pleasing to see firms across the region display a level of optimism that belies 
the economic and political uncertainty which has been emblematic of recent times. 
Over two thirds of firms across the region expect their profits to increase over 
the next 12 months – with businesses in the Black Country particularly confident 
on future revenue projections. A similar number of companies across the West 
Midlands as a whole also expect their turnover to increase in the same period. 
 
The national data presents a mixed picture as GDP growth remains sluggish 
compared to our G7 counterparts. It seems the service sector was clearly buoyed 
by a bout of sunny weather and the royal wedding which gave consumer spending 
a welcome boost over the spring. The initial uplift in export demand we witnessed 
after the post referendum depreciation of sterling seems to have cooled and 
manufacturers in particular have witnessed a tough start to the year. In relation to 
Brexit, our advice for businesses across the West Midlands is to ignore the political 
distractions and prepare for what you can control. Our Brexit toolkit gives local 
firms practical and clear advice on how to put sensible steps in place to ensure they 
are ready for whatever the next 12 months brings. Full details can be found on our 
website.

Corin Crane
 

Chief Executive
Black Country  

Chamber of Commerce

Comment on Recruitment Trends 

With 53% of West Midlands business reporting recruitment difficulties, an increase 
of 3% on the quarter, there is certainly cause for concern. The West Midlands is 
home to a world-class, vibrant manufacturing sector, so it is worrying that 69% of 
manufacturers are reporting an inability to find suitable staff. We know that the 
average age of the manufacturing workforce in the region is too high and although 
sweeping changes to the apprenticeship system were targeted at increasing take 
up, the Government’s own figures point to a decrease in apprenticeship starts since 
the introduction of the Levy. More changes to the technical education landscape 
are on the horizon with the introduction of the T-Level, but these are long-term 
solutions for business at a point when the solution is needed now.  

Brexit of course, means that changes to the UK’s immigration system are inevitable. 
It is imperative that the Government listens to industry on this crucial issue. Foreign-
born workers including the EU27 are employed at all levels across a range of 
sectors in our region. Drastic changes to immigration policy without due business 
consultation risks exacerbating these recruitment difficulties further. Although 
nurses and doctors are now exempt from the Tier 2 Visa Cap, if businesses across 
sectors continue to report recruitment difficulties at such elevated levels, the policy 
may also need a drastic overhaul.

Comment on Business Export Trends

Export is one of the success stories of the West Midlands and it is good to see that 
exports are holding up in-spite-of the political and economic uncertainty around 
Brexit.  Exports are worth £8.8 billion to our regional economy and evidence 
suggests a strong correlation between growing and sustainable businesses and those 
businesses that trade globally.   

It is no surprise that our global outlook is being dampened slightly by the uncertainty 
around Brexit negotiations. However Chambers of Commerce continue to offer 
hundreds of thriving and exporting businesses solid and practical advice on how to 
export for the first time or, indeed, increase their exports in existing or new markets.

Louise Bennett 

Chief Executive
Coventry and Warwickshire 

Chamber of Commerce



Key Statistics
Recruitment Trends

Of all firms surveyed, 

53%
 
faced recruitment difficulties 
– a 3% increase from Q1

69%
 
of manufacturers in the 
region faced recruitment 
difficulties – a 6% increase 
from the last quarter

C&W:
GBCC: 

Black Country:

88%
65%

       61%

48%
of service firms in the region 
faced recruitment difficulties. 
This was most evident for service 
sector businesses operating in:

C&W:
GBCC: 

Black Country:

52%
55%

42%

Official Statistics for Employment 
Trends (West Midlands/UK)

• Between February 2018 and April 2018 the 
employment rate in the West Midlands was 
74%, an increase of 1.4% since the previous 
quarter (November 2017 to January 2018) 
The unemployment rate was 5.1%, having 
increased by 0.1%, and inactivity was 21.9%, 
a decrease of 1.5%

• Between December 2017 and March 2018, 
the largest increase in workforce jobs in the 
UK was in the West Midlands at 64,000

• Across the UK the employment rate rose by 
0.3% to 75.6%, unemployment fell by 0.1% to 
4.2% and inactivity fell by 0.2% to 21%

Export Trends

Total Balance Score of:

56
for businesses 
in both sectors 
combined recorded 
for Export Sales – 

a four point drop 
compared to Q1. 

 21%
of firms reported 

an increase in 
export sales for 

Q2.

(Down from 30% 
in Q1)

 70%
of firms reported 

constancy in 
export sales for 

Q2.

(Up from 59% in 
Q1)

 9%
of firms reported 

a decrease in 
export sales for 

Q2.

(Down from 11% 
in Q1)

34% of manufacturers across the West 
Midlands reported an increase in 
their overseas sales compared to 
15% of service firms.

20% of all companies across the region 
expected their international output 
to go up over the next 3 months a 
10% drop compared to the previous 

quarter. 71% of firms expected their overseas orders 
to stay the same for Q1 whereas 9% of all businesses 
expected them to fall in the upcoming months. 

The highest proportion of manufacturers reporting 
a fall in their export business came from Greater 
Birmingham (14%) whereas Coventry & Warwickshire 
had the highest percentage of manufacturing firms 
reporting constancy in their volume of international 
business (57%).

This was based on:



Key Statistics

Business Confidence (QES Data)

Total Balance Score of:

75
Total balance score 
of 75 of firms across 
the region in relation 
to profitability 

projections. This is 
based on:

 61%
of all firms 
expecting 

their profits to 
increase in the 

next 12 
months

 28%
of all firms 

expecting their 
profits to stay 

the same in the 
next 12 
months

Business Confidence (UK Trends)

• The UK economy grew by 0.2% in Q1 2018, revised up from the second estimate of 0.1%, according to the latest 
data from the Office for National Statistics 

• The ONS revealed that services output rose by 0.4% in the three months to May, compared to the previous 3 
months. However, construction output fell by 1.7% in the three months to May 

• The IHS Markit/CIPS UK Manufacturing Purchasing Managers’ Index (PMI) inched up to 54.4 from a downwardly 
revised 54.3 in May, the lowest figure recorded in 18 months

Official Export Statistics for the West Midlands/UK 

First quarter exports from the West Midlands were more than £8.8bn

UK exports to the world rose by £30 billion – an increase of 5.2% compared to the same time last year

The UK’s current account deficit also narrowed to £80.3bn, down by £12.2 bn from 12 months earlier - this is the 
narrowest deficit as a percentage of GDP since 2012

• From a regional perspective, the highest proportion 
of firms expecting a fall in their profits were based in 
Greater Birmingham (26%) whereas the largest pro-
portion of firms expecting an uplift in profitability were 
based in the Black Country (59%). 

• The overall balance score for turnover projections was 
slightly higher for firms operating across the region as 
a whole. A score of 80 was based on 67% of the total 
number of companies surveyed expecting their turn-
over to go up whilst only 8% envisaged a decrease in 
turnover levels.

 11%
of all firms 

expecting their 
profits to fall 
in the next 12 

months



About the West Midlands Quarterly Economic Snapshot 

The West Midlands Quarterly Economic Snapshot offers an up to date picture of the performance of the 
business community in the West Midlands Combined Authority area. It is the most comprehensive regular 
report of its kind in the region. The findings of the snapshot are informed by official statistics for national 
and West Midlands region geographies sourced from bodies such as IHS/Markit CIPs and the Office of 
National Statistics along with WMCA area data gathered from quarterly economic surveys which are 
conducted by The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce, Black Country Chamber of Commerce 
and Coventry and Warwickshire Chamber of Commerce.  

The quarterly economic surveys consist of information gathered from local businesses on key indicators 
such as sales, exports, recruitment plans and turnover projections. In total, just over eight hundred 
businesses across the West Midlands completed the Quarterly Economic Survey with 76% of them 
operating in the services sector and 24% operating in the manufacturing sector. Percentage balance 
figures are determined according to business responses to the indicators: an increase (multiplied by 
1), remain constant (multiplied by 0.5), decrease (multiplied by 0). A score of over 50 is indicative of a 
growth sentiment.

Official Quarterly Economic Snapshot Sponsors

Birmingham City University

Official sponsor of Greater Birmingham Chambers 
of Commerce Quarterly Business Report

Black Country LEP

Official sponsor of Black Country Chamber of 
Commerce Quarterly Economic Survey

Warwickshire County Council 

Official sponsor of Coventry and Warwickshire 
Chamber of Commerce Quarterly Economic Survey



About the Chambers

Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce (GBCC) is here to 
connect, support and grow local businesses. Accredited by the British 
Chambers, we have acted as the voice of local businesses since 1813. 
W: www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com 
E: policy@birmingham-chamber.com 
T: @grbhamchambers

 
 
 
Black Country Chamber of Commerce
Black Country Chamber of Commerce is a membership organisation 
that provides support to businesses throughout Dudley, Sandwell, 
Walsall and Wolverhampton. Black Country Chamber provide help, 
advice and a range of services. 
W: www.blackcountrychamber.co.uk
E: website@blackcountrychamber.co.uk
T: @BCCCmembers

 
 
 
Coventry & Warwickshire Chamber of Commerce
The Coventry & Warwickshire Chamber of Commerce is a business 
membership organisation with five branches across the region – 
Rugby, Coventry, Mid, North and South Warwickshire.
W: www.cw-chamber.co.uk
E: info@cw-chamber.co.uk
T: @CWCC

For more information on this report, please contact Raj Kandola: 

T: 0121 607 1814 
E: r.kandola@birmingham-chamber.com

Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
75 Harborne Road

Edgbaston, Birmingham B15 3DH

www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com


