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Introduction 
The annual Birmingham Economic Review is produced by the University of 
Birmingham’s City-REDI and the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce, 
with contributions from the West Midlands Growth Company. It is an in-depth 
exploration of the economy of England’s second city and a high-quality resource 
for informing research, policy and investment decisions.  

Data and commentary were correct at the time of publishing: October 2020. 

 

Index 
Foreword and Executive Summary: Birmingham in an uncertain time 

Chapter 1: Birmingham Economic Outlook before and after the Covid-19 Pandemic 

Chapter 2: Building Resilience: future growth and opportunities  

Chapter 3: Labour Market Challenges: Pre-and Post-Pandemic 

Chapter 4: Connecting Communities: What next for the region’s infrastructure?  

Chapter 5: Birmingham on the World Stage: the Attractiveness of the City Pre- 
and Post- Pandemic 

Conclusion 

 

  



Foreword 

This year’s Birmingham Economic Review is very different to 
the last. Across the country – indeed, the world - businesses 
are struggling amid the impact of the Coronavirus pandemic. 
In Birmingham, particularly with the further disruption of 
Brexit ahead of us, the sense of excitement and ambition 
throughout the 2019 review has been somewhat dulled. 

Challenges which have long faced the city – including 
relatively high unemployment and a prevalence of low-value, 
low-wage, low-skill work - have been brought to the fore. 
While the extensive measures announced by the government, 
including the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, have 

undoubtedly saved hundreds of businesses and thousands of jobs during these 
unprecedented times, as furloughing winds down, many of us are deeply concerned about 
what this will mean for the city. 

However, Birmingham is extremely resilient, and exciting opportunities for recovery and 
economic growth remain on the horizon.  

Since the launch of the 2019 Economic Review, the Oakervee Review into the future of 
HS2 has concluded and Prime Minister Boris Johnson has given Europe’s largest 
infrastructure project the green light. Discussed throughout this report, HS2 is a crucial 
lynchpin in the future of Birmingham. As a membership body which represents 3,000 
businesses, we will continue to work with local and national stakeholders to ensure that 
the full project is successfully delivered and meets its full potential, connecting people 
across the nation to more opportunities than ever before.  

Before the pandemic hit the UK and lockdown restrictions were imposed, perceptions of 
Birmingham were changing in recognition of its young, diverse population, strong services 
sector, and vibrant start-up and digital tech ecosystems. Inward investment was the 
highest outside of London and the visitor economy was breaking records year on year. We 
will strive to return to these heady heights. 

We are calling on the Government to close the gaps in business support and help those 
sectors which need it most right now. Such sectors include the manufacturing, cultural, 
arts, sports, hospitality, retail and aviation businesses which will play a crucial role in the 
successful delivery of the 2022 Commonwealth Games and Birmingham’s triumphant 
return to the world stage. 

I believe in Birmingham. The commentary provided by academics, industry leaders and 
experts throughout this review echoes this passion for our city. The Chamber, in 
collaboration with our members and partners, has kept business moving in Greater 
Birmingham for over 200 years, even in the most challenging of times, and we will 
continue to do so. We are committed to making Birmingham the best place to start, grow, 
more or invest in a business.  

 
Paul Faulkner 
Chief Executive, Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce 



Welcome 

It is a great pleasure to welcome you, on behalf of the 
University of Birmingham and City-REDI, to the 2020 
Birmingham Economic Review. Once again we have 
worked closely with our partners, the Greater 
Birmingham Chambers of Commerce, to produce a 
detailed analysis of the state of our region. 

In my welcome to the 2019 edition of this report I 
highlighted the tough challenge we faced in a time of 
uncertainty, to maintain the growth momentum while 
rebalancing our regional economy. Since then we 

have lived through unprecedented disruption and the region faces even greater 
economic and social challenges. In the pre-Covid-19 world the West Midlands was 
enjoying strong levels of economic growth. The momentum stalled and we are 
now focused on balancing risk-mitigation, including supporting businesses and 
safe-guarding jobs, with regaining that growth impetus.  

Our review this year looks at the economic outlook ‘before and after’ the UK 
lockdown and focuses on building resilience and future growth. We highlight the 
labour market in particular because skills and (lack of-) employment connect 
wealth-creation and social (in-) security. To regain momentum we also need to 
attract new investment, businesses and talent to the region, so our final section 
looks at the positioning of Birmingham on the world stage.  

As ever we have in-depth analysis and commentary from a wide range of experts 
and stakeholders and I would like to express my sincere thanks to them all for 
their contributions to BER 2020. 

 

Professor Simon Collinson 
Deputy Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Regional Engagement and Director of the City-
Region Economic Development Institute (City-REDI), Birmingham Business School, 
University of Birmingham 

  



Executive Summary 
Outside of London, Birmingham is the largest city economy in the UK. It is the 
West Midlands’ regional centre of business, retail, leisure and culture. It is also the 
regional heart of employment with almost half a million people working in the city. 
Birmingham has a growing reputation as a location of international business and 
ranks highly for future investability. The city economy performs well on a number 
of measures. The city economy performs well on a number of measures. Economic 
output is growing, with GVA figures released in February 2019 showing that the 
WMCA has a higher output per hour worked and job filled than any other 
combined authority area outside of London. 

Birmingham has an advantage compared to many other areas of the UK due to its 
geographical position. The city is within four hours travel time of 90% of the UK’s 
population and business. It is located at the hub of the UK’s motorway and rail 
network, and is home to Birmingham Airport, the third busiest UK airport outside 
London and the South East. The city’s advantageous geographical connectivity 
brings significant growth opportunities for the local economy. This is highlighted 
and enhanced by recent investment in Birmingham Airport, the Midland Metro, 
and development around the area of the future Curzon Street HS2 terminus. This 
will further increase national and international connectivity.  

As an employment centre within the West Midlands and a core city, Birmingham’s 
economy and labour market sits at the heart of a set of complex interlinked 
relationships with its neighbouring areas, which together form the wider 
functional economic geography of the city-region.  

Its labour market links are particularly strong in terms of providing employment 
for residents of neighbouring areas within the city and for Birmingham residents 
commuting to neighbouring areas for work. When positioned next to 
Birmingham’s comparatively low employment rate, the high level of people who 
commute into the city suggests an imbalance in the local labour market between 
residents’ skill levels and jobs. 

The health crisis and resulting economic crisis of Covid-19 has caused widespread 
global and local disruption to growth, production and output. The make-up the 
city and region’s economy, its specialism in manufacturing, exports and tourism, 
means the nature of the economic crisis has acutely affected the city and wider 
region.  

Nevertheless, the city possesses strong innovation resources and networks. It 
offers five universities with internationally recognised research facilities in areas 
such as engineering, creative industries, energy, life sciences, low carbon fuel 
technology and medical sciences. 

Most significantly, the crisis has accelerated labour market changes, which will 
mean that unemployment and skill shortages remain significant challenges for the 
city.   



The challenge to the hospitality sector and of tourism, which is a gateway career 
role for many young people, is likely to mean the employment challenge could 
disproportionately affect young people in the city.   
 
Table 1 Scorecard for Birmingham 

 
Birmingham 

WMCA 
(3 LEP) 

West 
Midlands 
(region) 

England 

POPULATION (ONS,2019) 

Total 1,141,816 4,194,926 5,934,037 56,286,961 

Aged 0-15, % 22.7 20.5 19.7 19.2 

Aged 16-64, % 64.3 62.3 61.7 62.4 

Aged 65+, % 13.1 17.2 18.6 18.4 

GVA (ONS, 2018) 

GVA per Head (£) 25,477 25,183 23,964 29,356 

GVA per Hour (£) 33.0 32.4 31.4 35.6 

GVA per Filled Job (£) 52,277 51,900 50,219 57,266 

EMPLOYMENT (ONS, 2019) 

Economic Activity Rate, aged 16-64 71.6 76.7 77.7 79.2 

Economic Inactivity Rate, aged 16-64 28.4 23.3 22.3 20.8 

Employment Rate, aged 16-64 65.2 72.4 73.9 76.0 

Unemployment Rate, aged 16-64 8.8 5.5 4.9 4.0 

BUSINESS DEMOGRAPHY (ONS, 2018) 

Births per 1000 population 8.2 5.9 5.3 6.8 

Deaths per 1000 population 7.1 5.9 5.2 5.3 

Enterprise survival rate at 12 months 87.4 90.5 90.3 89.1 

SKILLS (ONS, 2019) 

NVQ4 and above, aged 16-64 (%) 33.1 33.5 34.1 40.0 

NVQ3 and above, aged 16-64 (%) 41.1 51.3 52.9 58.5 

NVQ3, aged 16-64 (%) 17.5 16.7 17.5 17.1 

NVQ2 and above, aged 16-64 (%) 69.1 69.8 71.7 75.7 



NVQ2, aged 16-64 (%) 17.2 17.4 17.4 15.9 

NVQ1 and above, aged 16-64 (%) 78.5 80.4 82.0 85.8 

NVQ1, aged 16-64 (%) 9.5 10.5 10.3 10.1 

Trade apprenticeships, aged 16-64 (%) 1.2 2.3 2.8 2.7 

No Qualifications, aged 16-64 (%) 12.9 11.3 10.2 7.5 

JOBS (ONS, 2019) 

Jobs Density (2018) 0.80 0.81 0.81 0.87 

Managers, Directors & Senior Officials, % 
(SOC1) 

7.2 9.4 10.3 11.7 

Professional Occupations, % (SOC2) 20.4 19.8 19.5 21.5 

Associate Professional and Technical 
Occupations, % (SOC3) 

13.6 13.1 13.4 14.7 

Administrative and Secretarial 
Occupations, % (SOC4) 

11.4 11.0 10.5 9.6 

Skilled Trades Occupations, % (SOC5) 8.6 11.0 11.5 9.9 

Caring, Leisure and Other Service 
Occupations, % (SOC6) 

8.6 8.5 8.7 8.9 

Sales and Customer Service Occupations, 
% (SOC7) 

6.1 6.7 6.5 7.0 

Process, Plant and Machine Operatives, % 
(SOC8) 

9.1 7.5 7.3 6.2 

Elementary Occupations, % (SOC9) 14.1 12.4 11.8 10.2 

WORKLESSNESS (ONS, 2019) 

JSA claimants as a % of working age 
population, 16-64 

1.5 1.0 0.9 0.6 

Workless Households % 16.7 15.8 15.3 13.3 

EARNINGS (ONS, 2019) 

Median Gross Weekly Pay, full-time 
workers (£) -  residents 

536.6 551.8 550.8 591.3 

Median Gross Weekly Pay, full-time 
workers (£) - workers 

593.6 559.9 552.5 591.4 

 

 



 


