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Comment on Export Trends

It was disappointing to see a fall in the level of exports across the region as the 
spectre of Brexit continues to impact international demand for local firms. In 
particular, the percentage of businesses reporting a fall in export demand is the 
highest we’ve seen during the lifetime of the report. Over an 18 month period, 
demand has steadily fallen across the region as a whole with the trend particularly 
pronounced amongst firms in the Black Country.

However, we shouldn’t lose sight of the fact that our region is still thriving and 
despite the uncertainty, there are still plenty of opportunities out there for firms 
that are keen to expand their international footprint. The GBCC International Hub 
is a one stop shop for all importers and exporters and offers free advice to Greater 
Birmingham businesses on export documentation, market information, language & 
translation services along with advice on managing foreign currency fluctuations – 
full details can be found on our website. 

Comment on Recruitment Trends

The improvement in the economic outlook for Coventry and Warwickshire is small 
but it is not insignificant. It shows, once again, just how robust our economy is and 
that we continue to buck national trends. We are seeing a strengthening service 
sector, which has shown growth in domestic orders although there was a fall in 
overseas orders. The biggest area for concern comes from manufacturing where 
both domestic and overseas orders fell, which has naturally had an effect on 
confidence in the sector.

When you look at the bigger picture, the uncertainty that is hanging over firms 
across Coventry and Warwickshire – and the UK as a whole – has proved to be a 
real drag on business confidence. The latest Quarterly Economic Survey shows 
that companies across Coventry and Warwickshire have weathered the last two to 
three years but they really do need certainty and confidence to invest and grow 
for the future. Once again, our QES proves to be an excellent barometer for the 
regional economy and is one of the best measures of how firms across our patch 
are performing and also how they are looking to the future in terms of growth and 
investment.

Louise Bennett 

Chief Executive
Coventry and Warwickshire 

Chamber of Commerce

Comment on Business Confidence

It is encouraging to see businesses within the Black Country and the wider West 
Midlands region reporting increased levels of profitability. The fact that over 50% of 
firms are expecting to see their profits increase over the next 12 months shows the 
resilient nature of the businesses here. 

While firms are cautiously optimistic about the future, it cannot be understated 
that while the Westminster machine continues to stutter and stall, businesses are 
preparing for every possible scenario. Business leaders need the confidence and 
knowledge to unleash their potential and continue to drive growth here in the West 
Midlands. The Black Country Chamber of Commerce’s Management Development 
Programme is designed for managers and business leaders to learn practical and 
transferable skills in communications and building commercial awareness, equipping 
them with the insights to succeed. Further information can be found on the 
Chambers’ website. 

Corin Crane 

Chief Executive
Black Country 

Chamber of Commerce



Key Statistics
Recruitment Difficulties (QES Data) Of all firms surveyed, 

52%
 
faced recruitment difficulties in 
Q3– a fall of 5% compared to 
Q2.

56%
 
of manufacturers in the 
region faced recruitment 
difficulties – a fall of 3% 
compared to Q2 2019
This was most evident for 
manufacturers operating 
in: 51%

of service firms in the region faced 
recruitment difficulties – a 5% fall 
compared to Q2 2019
This was most evident for service 
sector businesses operating in:

Official Statistics for Employment Trends 
(West Midlands/UK)

• For the period March-May 2019, the employment rate in the West 
Midlands was 74.0%, having decreased by 0.4% since the previous 
quarter (December 2018-Feb 2019). 

• Across the UK, employment fell slightly by 0.1% to 76%, 
unemployment decreased by 0.1% to 3.8% and inactivity rose by 
0.2% to 20.9%.

• Average earnings, excluding bonuses, grew by 3.6% per year in the 
three months to May.

Export Trends (QES Data)

A Balance Score of:

54
for businesses in both 
sectors combined 
recorded for Export 
Sales (a three point 
fall compared to Q2)

▲ 24%
of firms reported an 

increase in 
export sales 

for Q3

= 60%
of firms reported 

constancy in 
export sales 

for Q3

▼ 16%
of firms reported a 

decrease in 
export sales 

for Q3
.

(The highest figure on 
record since reporting 

began in Q1 2018)

29%
of manufacturers across the 
West Midlands reported an 
increase in their overseas sales 
compared to 22% of service 
firms – a reduction of 10% and 
2% respectively
of all companies across 
the region expected their 
international output to go up 
over the next 3 months. 60% of 
firms expected their overseas 

orders to stay the same for Q2 whereas 16% of all 
businesses expected them to fall in the upcoming 
months. 

24%

For the second consecutive quarter, the highest 
proportion of manufacturers reporting a fall in their 
export business came from Greater Birmingham 
(24%) whereas the Black Country had the highest 
percentage of manufacturing firms reporting 
constancy in their volume of international business 
68%).

This was based on:

Black Country:
C&W:

GBCC: 
57%

54%

69%

C&W: 
GBCC:

Black Country:
53%
55%

44%

Official Export Statistics (West Midlands/UK)

• The West Midland Regional trade in goods exports was worth £32bn, a decrease of 4.8% compared with the 
equivalent time period in 2018, whilst the UK levels increased by 3.3% to reach £344bn

• The West Midlands is the largest export region in the UK outside of the South East and London (accounting for 9.3% 
of all UK exports)

• In the Year to June 2019, the West Midlands imports increased by 3.0% with the same time period in 2018 and 
reached £37.9bn



Key Statistics
Business Resilience (QES Data)

Business Investment  (QES Data)

A Balance Score of:

64 for businesses in both 
sectors combined 
recorded for price 
pressures (a drop of 
one point compared to 
Q2).

▲   32%
expecting the price 
of their goods and 
services to increase 
over the next three 

months

=  63%
expecting the 
price of their 
goods and 

services to remain 
the same over the 
next three months

▼  5%
expecting the price 
of their goods and

services to
decrease over the 
next three months

This was based on:

33% 
of service 
firms expect 
the prices of 
their goods 
and services to 
increase over 
the next three months, compared to 
27% of manufacturers

25% of businesses reported that investment plans for capital expenditure had been revised up-
wards, 61% revealed that investment in capex had remained the same and 13% had lowered 
their plans for investing in equipment.

of service companies across the region increased their capex spend, 64% 
maintained consistency in their spend and 13% reduced it.23%

Regionally, the largest proportion of manufacturers recording a drop in capex investment levels were based 
in Greater Birmingham (26%), whereas Coventry & Warwickshire had the highest percentage reporting 
constancy in investment levels (50%)

Across the region as a whole

The overall balance score 
for cash flow projections 
was revealed to be

56
 

This was based on:
31% expect their cash flow projections to improve
49% expect cash flow levels to stay the same
20% expect cash flow to worsen (a 4% increase 
compared to the previous quarter)

16%
 
of manufacturers across the 
region expect their cash flow 
levels to fall compared to 18% 
of service firms. The largest 
proportion of manufacturers 
reporting a fall in cash flow 
projections are based in:

GBCC: 
C&W:

Black Country:
33%
38%

18%

Firms in Coventry & Warwickshire were under 
the greatest pressure to raise their prices (36%) 
compared to 30% of firms in the Black Country and 
28% of businesses in Greater Birmingham



Key Statistics

Business Confidence (QES Data)
A Balance Score of:

70  for businesses in both 
sectors combined was 
recorded for profitability 
projections.

▲   53%
of all firms 
expecting 

their profits to 
increase in the 

next 12 
months

=  33%
of all firms 

expecting their 
profits to stay 

the same in the 
next 12 
months

Business Confidence (UK Trends)
• The West Midlands was one of the four regions with GDP growth above the UK level from 2018 Q1 to 2019 Q1 at 

2.3% (2.2% UK). 

• The West Midlands had the second highest growth in Q4 2018, at 0.6% - and above the UK average growth of 
0.3%. 

• UK GDP grew by 0.3% in the three months to August 2019. The main driver of growth was service sector activity 
which went up by 0.4% in the equivalent time period.

Price Pressures and Investment Levels (UK Trends)
• The Consumer Prices Index including owner occupiers’ housing cost (CIPH) was 1.7%  for September 

2019, the same rate as the previous month. The largest downward contributions to change in the 
CPIH between August and September came from motor fuels, second-hand cars and electricity, gas 
and other fuels

• Across the UK, median weekly earnings for full-time employees reached £585 in April 2019, an 
increase of almost 3% over a twelve month period

• Business investment, in volume terms, was estimated to have fallen by 0.4% to £49.2 billion 
between Quarter 1 (Jan to Mar) 2019 and Quarter 2 (Apr to June) 2019; this follows a 0.8% increase 
in Quarter 1 2019, the first quarter-on-quarter increase in business investment since Quarter 4 (Oct 
to Dec) 2017

• From a regional perspective, the highest 
proportion of firms expecting a fall in their 
profits were based in Greater Birmingham 
(14%) whereas the largest proportion of firms 
expecting an uplift in profitability were based 
in the Black Country (68%). 

• The overall balance score for turnover 
projections was slightly higher for firms 
operating across the region as a whole. A score 
of 72 was based on 57% of the total number of 
companies surveyed expecting their turnover 
to go up whilst only 12% envisaged a decrease 
in turnover levels.

▼  14%
of all firms 

expecting their 
profits to fall 
in the next 12 

months

This was based on:

Business Commentary
Business confidence is inherent in expectations about the future of the economy 
based on historic and current trends.  Uncertainty in the economic future has 
continued to reduce business confidence in the region and for the time being is 
predicted to continue into the first half of next year. This being said the service 
sector saw an increase in business confidence during Q3, although we are yet to 
reach the same confidence levels as Q1. Manufacturing has seen a fall in business 
confidence, highlighting that the uncertainty is affecting all businesses throughout 
the supply chain and reaching down to a local SME level. The region is still 
punching above the national average when it comes to growth in the economy 
and this is being driven by the service sector, which comprises 80% of the UK 
economy.

Business confidence has and will continue to be affected by the ongoing 
uncertainly, given the developments and delays to both Brexit and the budget.  
We hope that a general election is the first step towards the end of this 
uncertainty; however it’s likely there will be more questions than answers in Q4 for 
businesses throughout the region in all sectors of the economy.

Steve Harcourt 

Director 
Prime Accounting Servicer



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 77% of them 
operating in the services sector and 23% operating in the manufacturing sector. 65% of businesses 
employ less than 10 staff and 30% of respondents employ less than 50 staff. 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

Coventry & Warwickshire LEP 

Official sponsor of Coventry & 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


