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As we embark on the long road to recovery, the results from the latest Quarterly 
Business Report offer a mixture of hope and concern. Hope in the sense that it is 
reassuring to see an upturn in activity related to domestic demand, export demand, 
hiring levels and investment plans – albeit considerably lower than the output we 
saw prior to the advent of the crisis. However, price pressures are creeping upwards 
and concerns related to levels of cash flow remain worryingly apparent. It’s also 
pleasing to see that turnover and profitability projections are starting to climb but 
given the precarious situation we find ourselves operating in, it would be trivial to 
suggest the path to recovery is going to be plain sailing and without unexpected 
developments. 

The Government finds itself in the unenviable position of attempting to reignite the 
economy whilst containing the spread of the disease - collectively we all have a part 
to play in reducing infection rates across the region as a whole.  The most pressing 
challenge on the horizon for local and national policymakers is to ensure we 
minimise any long term economic scarring and put in place a blueprint which will 
address the short term risks created by Covid-19 whilst also tackling the structural 
deficiencies which have beset our output for decades. Having worked closely with 
the West Midlands Mayor during this crisis, as a Chamber we are pleased to support 
the WMCA’s investment plans which set out a series of interventions focussing 
on creating and safeguarding jobs, whilst also taking into account longer term 
improvements in regional innovation, competitiveness and resilience. Clearly now 
is the time to think big if we are to emerge from this crisis on a surer footing and 
having witnessed first hand the unique qualities which make this region so special, 
I’m confident that we can deliver on this vision. 
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The summer saw a welcome, if partial, recovery in economic activity in the Greater 
Birmingham area. Indeed, the latest Quarterly Business Survey suggests that this 
was led by manufacturing where, remarkably, some firms saw activity return to 
near-normal levels. Whilst some recovery in activity was expected as the extreme 
measures taken earlier in the year were relaxed, national data indicates a clear 
rebound in both output and consumer spending, particularly in late summer.

Nevertheless, subdued investment plans suggest that businesses around Greater 
Birmingham are rightly cautious about the coming months. All will be watching 
the uptick in recent infection rates – accompanied by so-called “local lockdown” 
measures – with trepidation. For exporters, there is the additional challenge 
of uncertainty over the final settlement (or even an interim one) with the EU. 
Confounding fears of mass layoffs during the third quarter, recruitment and 
workforce expectations showed remarkable resilience. Indeed, a third of survey 
respondents are actively attempting to recruit and a quarter expect their workforce 
to grow in the coming 3 months. Moreover, expectations regarding both turnover 
and profitability over the coming 12 months have improved sharply, which is a very 
positive sign of business confidence in the medium term.

 
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, Brexit 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 1), remain constant (multiplied 
by 0.5), decrease (multiplied by 0).

About the 
Quarterly
Business

Report



The domestic demand balance went up by 22 points to a 
figure of 43 but remains anchored in negative territory
  
Across the board, 31% of firms reported an increase in domestic sales – up from the 12% listed in 
the previous quarter; this was complimented by the fact that 46% saw a drop in UK sales – down 
from the record high of 71% witnessed in Q2; which in turn lead to an overall uplift in the balance 
score. Distinct trends emerged within the individual sectors. The manufacturing domestic 
demand balance score made an immediate return to positive territory, rising 40 points to a 
figure of 56 which is only three points less than the score recorded in Q1 prior to the outbreak 
of Coronavirus. Much of this was down to a large scale increase in the number of manufacturers 
recording an uplift in UK sales (up from 11% in Q2 to 47% in the current quarter) along with a 
massive reduction in the number of production firms which saw a drop off in domestic business 
(down from 80% in Q2 to 37% in Q3).  By contrast, the service sector saw a relative increase in 
activity but is still someway short of pre-Covid levels; the service sector balance score increased 
by twenty points to a figure of 41 as 28% of service firms reported enhanced UK demand (an 
increase of 16%). 

The balance score for advanced UK orders also rose by 20points to 42; once again, much of this 
was attributed to the fact that we saw a largescale reduction in the number of firms reporting 
a decrease in advanced orders in comparison to the last quarter (down from 68% in Q2 to 
45% in Q3). Similar trends emerged at the national level. As lockdown measures began to ease 
throughout the summer, UK GDP grew by 6.6% in July, however this figure was still 11.7% lower 
than the pre-pandemic levels recorded in February 2020. Service sector output in July also 
remained 12.6% lower compared to the period prior to the outbreak of Covid-19 despite the spike 
in consumer spending we saw as a result of measures introduced by the Government such as 
the Eat Out to Help Out Scheme. 

DOMESTIC DEMAND

Concerns over cash flow levels eased, however the balance 
score remains worryingly low as the number of firms facing 
pressure to raise their prices continues to rise 

Across the board, 20% of firms reported improved levels of cash flow (an increase of 9% 
compared to Q2) and 47% reported that their cash flow position had worsened this quarter 
(down from the 63% listed in the last quarter) which meant the balance score went up by 13 
points to 37 (as a way of comparison, the cash flow balance score fell to a figure of 39 during 
the midst of the global financial crisis). However, we shouldn’t lose sight of the fact that this 
particular balance score has entered negative territory on 14 occasions since the start of 
2009 which perhaps reiterates the longer term ingrained challenges businesses in the region 
face to make their business financially sustainable. 21% of businesses in both the service and 
manufacturing sector combined were expecting to raise the price of their goods and services 
over the next 3 months (a minor increase of 2% compared to Q2) whereas 71% expected their 
prices to remain constant for the equivalent time period (an increase of 3% in comparison 
to Q2) which lead the overall balance score to creep up by 4 points to a figure of 57, but still 
someway short of the figure of 65 which was recorded in Q1 (prior to the onset of Covid-19).  

Linked to this, 14% of businesses cited competition as their primary business concern and 41% 
of business suggested they were now working at full capacity (up from the 28% listed in Q2 
during the height of lockdown). Research undertaken by the Bank of England revealed that 
nationally, little movement has been reported in prices, as uncertainty in relation to demand 
and constrained capacity has limited the desire to move prices up or down.  33% of businesses 
expressed concern around rising levels of inflation – the highest on record since 1993 and an 
increase of 19% in relation to Q2. Nationally, the rate of inflation fell sharply in August from 1% 
in July to 0.2% which was predominantly driven by the introduction of the Eat Out to Help Out 
Scheme and the temporary cut to the rate of VAT which expires in January 2021.

PRICE PRESSURES & EXTERNAL FACTORS

DOMESTIC SALES

Balance
▲ 22 Points

▲
31%

=
24%

▼
46%

DOMESTIC ORDERS

Balance
▲ 20 Points

▲
29%

=
26%

▼
37%

CASH FLOW

Balance
▲ 13 Points

▲
20%

=
33%

▼
47%

EXTERNAL FACTORS

INFLATION 33%
BUSINESS 
RATES 16%
INTEREST 
RATES 9%
COMPETITION 31%
EXCHANGE 
RATES 10%
TAXATION 20%



The workforce balance score saw a nominal rise of three 
points to 44; however anxieties persist as the Government’s 
Job Retention Scheme begins to wind down 

In total, 16% of businesses in the two sectors combined added to their headcount (up from 
the 9% listed in Q1) and 56% reported that the size of their workforce remained unchanged 
(an increase of 11% in relation to the previous quarter), which lead to an overall upturn in the 
balance score. The percentage of businesses that attempted to hire also increased by 10% 
to 32% (however that figure is still the second lowest on file since Q4 2012). For the second 
consecutive quarter, the number of businesses facing recruitment difficulties also fell (down 
from 44% to 26% in Q3), which could also be a reflection of the fact that as redundancies 
increase, business leaders have a larger candidate pool to chose from. Of those business that 
faced issues in attempting to add to their staff numbers, 21% found it difficult to hire semi-
skilled and unskilled workers (up from the 14% listed in the last quarter). 

Data released by the ONS revealed that between May and July 2020, the employment rate 
in the West Midlands increased by 0.7% to 75.2% with the unemployment rate falling by 0.4% 
to 4.4%. However, between June 2019 and June 2020, the West Midlands saw the second-
largest decrease in workforce jobs of any region (at 74,000) which perhaps illustrates the 
long term impact that Covid-19 is having on the jobs market. In order to avoid a disastrous 
escalation in unemployment levels as the Job Retention Scheme comes to an end, the GBCC 
is calling on the Government to alleviate the cost burdens that businesses face in relation 
to employing staff – cutting employer National Insurance contributions and greater support 
to those suffering as a result of enhanced local restrictions would be a sensible approach to 
implement. 

WORKFORCE & RECRUITMENT

Export demand picked up across the region but the 
variable pace of recovery within the individual sectors 
remains apparent 

16% of firms across the services and manufacturing sector signified an increase in export 
demand (up from the record low of 9% in Q2), whereas 47% reported constancy in their 
overseas sales (a 13% increase compared to the previous quarter) and 37% saw a decrease 
in non-UK sales (down from the record high of 57% in Q2); in turn, this lead to a 15 point 
increase in the overall balance score to a figure of 41. Once again, the manufacturing industry 
witnessed a stronger recovery as the export sales balance score went up by 29 points to a 
figure of 48; 35% of manufacturers reported greater export sales in the current quarter (an 
increase of 25% compared to Q2) and 26% revealed that overseas sales had stayed the same 
(up from a figure of 17% in the last quarter) which lead to an overall rise in the balance score. 
The recovery in the service sector followed a similar trajectory but was less pronounced; 
the services balance score for international sales went up by a mere seven points to 36, the 
second lowest figure ever on record in the 31 year history of the report. 39% of service firms 
reported a drop in overseas demand this quarter (a figure of 53% was recorded in Q2) which 
contributed to the improvement in the balance score.   

The export orders balance score for the two sectors combined also went up by 14 points to 
a rather modest figure of 41; again, much of this was down to the fact that we saw a notable 
decrease in the percentage of firms reporting a fall in export orders (down from 57% to 39% 
in Q3) in addition to an increase in the number of businesses reporting an uplift in advanced 
international orders (up from 11% to 19% in the current quarter). Unsurprisingly, national 
export levels had also been affected by the fallout from Covid-19. According to data released 
by HMRC, in the year to June 2020, the overall value of UK trade in goods exports fell by 
9.0% compared with the same period last year.  Closer to home, the value of West Midlands 
exports fell for the second consecutive quarter, down from £7.39bn to £3.90bn between Q1 
and Q2 2020.
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Chamber Comment
 

Amongst the uncertainty created from the fallout of Covid-19, the spectre of 
Brexit looms large over the local business community 

As the United Kingdom approaches the end of its negotiation period with the European 
Union, the GBCC included a set of additional questions in the current survey which aimed 
to assess the extent to which firms felt prepared ahead of the end of the Brexit Transition 
period. In total, 67% suggested they felt “sufficiently prepared” ahead of the 31st December 
deadline (of which, 18% indicated they were “very prepared” and 49% “somewhat prepared”). 
By contrast, just under a quarter of businesses intimated a lack of preparedness (with 5% 
suggesting they were “very unprepared”) as we approach the end of the year. 

Businesses were also asked the extent to which Covid-19 and the associated economic 
conditions had impacted on their capacity to prepare for the end of the transition period. 
49% reported the fall out from Coronavirus had not impacted their plans whereas 32% 
revealed that the unique circumstances created by the advent of Covid-19 had reduced 
their capacity to effectively prepare for the significant changes that Brexit is likely to bring. 
As our data shows, the extent to which the Government can effectively quell the spread 
of the virus will have a tacit impact on their ability to effectively secure a trade deal with 
the European Union which offers the business community the certainty and clarity they so 
desperately crave – put simply, sleepwalking into a disorderly no deal scenario would have 
profound ramifications for firms in our region and beyond. Our advice for businesses remain 
simple – prepare for what you can control and the GBCC is running a number of online Brexit 
webinars to support local firms through the process – full details can be found on the GBCC 
website.

Unsurprisingly, investment in training and capex remains 
exceptionally low, however it was reassuring to see 
business confidence pick up as we emerged from the 
lockdown period

14% of businesses in both sectors combined were planning to increase their capex spend 
over the next three months (a minor increase of 5% in comparison to Q2) whereas 44% 
revealed their investment plans had remained unchanged in relation to the previous 
quarter (an increase of 7% compared to Q2). The percentage of businesses planning to 
reduce their allocated spend on investing in capital expenditure also fell from 54% in Q2 
to 42% in the current reporting period which lead to the overall balance score to go up 
36. As a point of contrast, in the midst of the global financial crisis, the capex balance 
score fell to 45 in Q1 2009 which underlines the challenges that firms are currently 
facing in deciding whether to press ahead with investing in their people and products. 
The balance score for investment in training also remained subdued as the balance score 
rose by 5 points to 39 – much of this attributable to a greater number of businesses 
planning to put more money aside for training budgets (up from 13% to 16% in Q3). 

It was pleasing to see the turnover balance score return to positive territory as it 
recovered from an all time low of 39 and climbed to a figure of 51. 42% of firms across 
the region expect their turnover to increase over the next 12 months (up from the 30% 
listed in Q2). Profitability projections also increased – the balance score went up from 38 
to 49 as once again, we saw a notable uplift in the percentage of businesses expecting 
their profits to go up over the course of the year (up from 27% to 38% in the current 
quarter). Nevertheless, both indicators are still considerably short of the balance scores 
recorded at the start of the year (a figure of 71 for turnover and 66 for profitability in 
Q1) which perhaps reiterates the longer term challenges we will face in adapting to a 
uncertain landscape shaped by the prospect of further local lockdowns if case numbers 
of Covid-19 continue to rise in the winter months. 

BUSINESS INVESTMENT & BUSINESS CONFIDENCE

CAPEX

Balance
▲ 8 Points

▲
14%

=
44%

▼
42%

 
TURNOVER

Balance
▼ 12 Points

▲
42%

=
18%

▼
40%



Quarterly Business Report 
If you have any further questions on the report please contact Raj 
Kandola on 0121 274 3264 or r.kandola@birmingham-chamber.com. 
 
For more information go to www.greaterbirminghamchambers.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 over 3,000 member companies 
covering six geographic areas across the region (Birmingham, Burton, Chase, Lichfield and 
Tamworth, Solihull and Sutton Coldfield) and four themed divisions (Asian Business Chamber 
of Commerce, Future Faces, the British American Business Council and the Commonwealth 
Chamber of Commerce).

Members range from young professionals to SMEs and large, high profile organisations, 
including 39 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 

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

Pictured (Front): Town centre of Solihull
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