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A second nationwide lockdown, a Presidential Election in the United States and 
the end of the Brexit transition period edging ever closer – all in all, it’s been 
yet another tumultuous few months to cap off an extraordinary year. Our latest 
Quarterly Business Report revealed that domestic demand amongst local firms 
continues to linger in negative territory; we also saw a pick up in export demand 
whilst recruitment levels have remained broadly consistent. Business confidence is 
still understandably fragile, investment in capex and training remains subdued and 
of most concern, the majority of businesses in the region saw their cash flow levels 
worsen. It was no surprise to also see a greater number of firms facing increasing 
cost pressures as the fallout from the pandemic continues to bite.

As we look ahead to next year, clearly there is hope on the horizon with a number 
of vaccines close to securing the regulatory approval required to hopefully usher a 
return to normality. Nevertheless, we understand the next few months are likely to 
be extremely difficult and businesses in the region will need to continue to channel 
the extraordinary spirit of resilience which has seen them navigate the last nine 
months. As a Chamber we will continue to inform local businesses on how they 
can access an array of Government support packages and lobby local & national 
stakeholders on their behalf. Ultimately, the Greater Birmingham Chambers of 
Commerce exists to help connect, support and grow local businesses and that’s 
exactly what we will continue to do in order to Keep Business Moving during this 
unprecedented time. 

Professor
Julian Beer

 

Deputy Vice-Chancellor
Birmingham City University

Whilst 2020 has been a torrid year for many firms, these data figures are a piece 
of qualified good news. In spite of a second wave of lockdown restrictions being 
imposed and a higher rate of infection in Greater Birmingham than the national 
average, the figures from the latest Quarterly Business Survey are similar to those 
reported in the previous quarter. A particular comparative bright spot is the export 
market, although naturally even this remains subdued relative to the pre-pandemic 
normal.

Such performance is particularly notable given the continued lack of certainty – at 
the time of writing – over the UK’s trading relationship with the EU and certain 
other trade partners. As during Q3, most firms have maintained their labour force, 
although the proportion reporting a decrease in workforce size is between two and 
three times its pre-pandemic normal. That said, recruitment appears to be steadily 
improving – with a full 44% of firms attempting to recruit (which represents a 
doubling from its nadir during the first lockdown). Investment and training remain 
very subdued, although the latest figures give some tentative evidence that they 
are beginning to creep back upwards. It’s clear that cashflow remains a key concern 
for many businesses. Looking ahead to the next 12 months, expectations around 
turnover and profitability are finely balanced, although capacity utilisation appears 
to be gradually rising. It is to be hoped that the successful rollout of a vaccine in the 
New Year will cause 2021 to surprise on the upside.

 
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). A figure over 50 is indicative of growth, a figure 
under 50 represents contraction.

About the 
Quarterly
Business

Report



The domestic demand fell by a single point to a figure of 42 
and remains in negative territory for the third consecutive 
quarter

In total, 28% recorded an increase in UK sales, a 3% drop in comparison to the previous quarter. 
28% also reported constancy in their domestic sales in the current quarter (up from 24% in Q3) 
whilst 45% saw their UK sales fall in Q4 – a minor decrease of 1% in comparison to Q3. Distinct 
trends emerged in the individual sectors. The manufacturing balance score for domestic demand 
fell by 8 points to a figure of 48 and back into negative territory. Much of this was down to the 
fact that we saw a 15% decrease in the number of manufacturers that saw an uplift in their UK 
sales (down from 47% in Q3 to 32% in Q4). By contrast, the service sector balance stayed at 41 
for the second consecutive quarter; although we saw a minor fall in the percentage of service 
firms that reported a reduction in domestic sales, this was offset by an increase in the proportion 
of service businesses that saw their UK sales remain constant (up from 25% to 27%) which led to 
consistency in the balance score. 

The balance score for domestic orders also remained stationed in negative territory with a 
figure of 40 recorded for the second consecutive quarter. Despite a welcome rise in the number 
of businesses across the board which saw an increase in domestic orders  in the current 
reporting period (up by 7% to a figure of 23% in Q4) this was offset by the fact we saw a greater 
percentage of firms in both sectors combined reporting a drop in advanced UK orders this 
quarter (up by 6% to a figure of 43% - still one of the highest figures on record in the history 
of the report). Data released by the ONS in November revealed that UK GDP had grown by a 
record 15.5% in Q3, as lockdown measures began to ease over the summer. Nevertheless, GDP 
in the UK is still 9.7% below where it was at the end of 2019 and compared with Q3 2019, UK 
economic output fell by 9.6%. 

DOMESTIC DEMAND

Cash flow issues remain worrying apparent for the majority 
of businesses in the region as the price index balance score 
rose for the second consecutive quarter 

In total, 45% of businesses saw their cash flow position worsen over the past three months 
(down from 47% in Q3), however this was offset by a reduction in the number of firms which 
had reported improved cash flow levels this quarter (down from 20% to 15% in the current 
quarter) which meant the balance score fell to 35 (down by 2 points) and remains troublingly 
anchored in negative territory. Linked to this, the price index balance score also rose by one 
point to 58 –mainly down to the fact that the percentage of businesses under pressure to raise 
their prices increase from 21% to 25% in the current quarter. It was interesting to see that the 
proportion of firms referencing finance costs and pay settlements as the predominant driver 
behind the expected price rises had both increased in the current quarter (up by 2% to 23% 
and 1% to 16% respectively). The results largely reflect the national trends as the ONS revealed 
that the growth in average total pay among employees for the three months July to September 
2020 increased to 1.3%. 

12% referred to business related uncertainty as their primary concern, followed by 8% citing 
Brexit. In addition, 12% of firms suggested they were more concerned about the impact of 
fluctuating exchange rates then they were three months ago (an increase of 2% compared to 
Q3). This is perhaps unsurprising given that in September we saw sterling fall by 1.6% in relation 
to the dollar to just over $1.30 (the steepest fall since March) as fears over a no-deal Brexit 
intensified. 10% highlighted growing concerns over inflation levels – a 23% drop compared to 
Q2 which perhaps underlines the distortive impact policies such as Eat Out to Help Out had on 
prices. In the latest Spending Review, the Chancellor also announced that the Government will 
stop using RPI as a measure of inflation in 2030. In particular, the move is expected to shorten 
the return paid to investors in index-linked bonds (which include pension funds) and have an 
impact on retirees who have been expecting annual increases in their pension in line with RPI; 
as such, the GBCC would urge businesses to explore the longer term ramifications this could 
have for staff members and their pension payments. 

PRICE PRESSURES & EXTERNAL FACTORS

DOMESTIC SALES

Balance
▼ 1 Point

▲
28%

=
28%

▼
45%

DOMESTIC ORDERS

Balance
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▲
23%

=
34%

▼
43%

CASH FLOW

Balance
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▲
15%

=
40%

▼
45%

EXTERNAL FACTORS

INFLATION 10%
BUSINESS 
RATES 16%
INTEREST 
RATES 7%
COMPETITION 36%
EXCHANGE 
RATES 12%
TAXATION 19%



The workforce balance stayed at 44 for the second quarter 
running as a greater number of firms found it harder to 
recruit the right staff.

Across the board, we saw a minor increase in the number of businesses that hired staff (up 
from 16% to 18%) which was offset by a nominal rise in the number of firms that had to reduce 
the size of their headcount (up from 28% to 30%); in turn this lead to stability in the balance 
score. For the second consecutive quarter we saw a rise in the number of organisations that
were struggling to find the right candidate (up from 32% to 35% but still someway short of the
figure of 56% recorded prior to the outbreak of the pandemic). Of those businesses that faced 
recruitment difficulties, 54% struggled to hire candidates with the right professional/managerial 
background (up from the 44% recorded in Q3) whereas 19% struggled to hire candidates with 
the appropriate technical background (down from 29% to 19%) which could point to an indirect 
link as to the areas in which we are seeing the greatest number of redundancies. Nevertheless, 
it was also pleasing to see an increase in the percentage of firms hiring staff on a permanent 
basis (up from 23% to 28% in both sectors combined).  

The results broadly mirror the official national and region wide statistics released by the ONS. 
The national employment rate was estimated to be 75.3% in the three months to September 
2020 - 8% lower than a year earlier. During the same period, redundancies reached a record 
high of 314,000 and perhaps points to the labour market challenges we face over the next 
six months – despite the welcome extension of the Government’s Coronavirus Job Retention 
Scheme.  From a local perspective, it was interesting to see that the West Midlands bucked the 
national trend by actually recording an increase in both the employment and unemployment 
rate (up by 0.3% across both indicators in Q3), which is probably down to the fact that we 
also saw a fall in the inactivity rate across the region – put simply, more people were actively 
looking for work and struggling to find it in the current unsecure environment.  It was 
also particularly concerning to see that Birmingham’s unemployment rate stands at 15.3%, 
which is above both the West Midlands as a whole (15.3%) and the UK (7.7%). As part of 
the Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review, the GBCC was pleased to see that the 
Chancellor set out plans to invest £1.6bn in the Kickstart Scheme in 2021-22 which is expected 
to fund over 250,000 new jobs for young people across the country, many of whom have seen 
their employment prospects diminish as a result of the pandemic. 

WORKFORCE & RECRUITMENT

Export demand continues to climb but sill remains 
someway short of the output we saw posted at the start of 
the year 

22% of businesses in both sectors combined reported an uplift in non-UK sales (up from the 
19% recorded in Q3); however, this was offset by a notable fall in the number of firms which 
saw their export demand lessen over the previous quarter (down from 39% to 29% in Q4) 
which meant the overall export demand balance score went up by 6 points to 47. Opposing 
trends emerged in the individual sectors. The service sector balance score rose by 12 points 
to 48 – much of this was due to the fact that just under a quarter of service firms recorded a 
rise in export demand (up from the 11% listed in Q3). By contrast, the manufacturing balance 
fell by two points to 46 mainly as a result of a significant increase in the percentage of 
manufacturers reporting constancy in their export sales (up from 38% to 53%). 

Looking ahead to next year, the advanced export orders balance score also went up by 
two points to a figure of 43 but is still someway short of returning to positive territory; 50% 
of firms across the board expect their non-UK orders to fall over the next 3 months (an 
increase of 12% compared to Q3) which lead to an overall reduction in the balance score. In 
November it was revealed that the UK total trade surplus (excluding non-monetary gold and 
other precious metals) fell by £3.4bn to £4.2bn between July and September of this year as 
imports grew by £17.3bn and exports grew by a lesser £13.8bn. At the time of writing, the 
prospect of the UK securing a trade agreement with the European Union remains remote.  
Given the current uncertainty, the GBCC has produced in partnership with the WMCA, a 
Brexit Checklist which highlights the key areas of Brexit related change that firms need to 
consider to ensure they are ready for the end of the transition period. The five checklists 
cover topics such as importing goods, exporting goods, delivering services in the EU, 
transferring data and information on employing EU nationals. Full details can be found on the 
Chamber website (click here to access).

EXPORT DEMAND

EXPORT SALES
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https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/brexit-support/brexit-checklists-events-training/#2
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Chamber Comment
 

Short and long term planning needs to be at the heart of a recovery plan 
beset with uncertainty 

The Q4 Quarterly Business Report included a set of additional questions which aimed 
to gauge the short and long term implications for businesses attempting to navigate 
the ongoing fallout from Covid-19 whilst the clock ticks down on the end of the Brexit 
transition period. In the short term (over the next six months), 81% of businesses 
suggested that Coronavirus would have a negative impact on their business (of those, 
42% said it would have a significantly negative impact); by contrast, only 14% expected 
there to be a slightly positive impact. In the long term (projecting beyond the next six 
months), 65% of firms across the sectors expected to suffer a negative impact as a result 
of Covid-19 whilst 20% expected there to be a positive outcome. In a similar vein, only 7% 
of businesses expected Brexit to have a positive impact on their output in the short term, 
whilst interestingly, 47% said there would be no impact as a result of Britain leaving the 
European Union. In the longer term, 39% felt they would suffer negative consequences as 
a result of our departure from the EU. 

The results are clear – businesses in Greater Birmingham need short term funding and 
support to help them get through the next six months. With the latest local restrictions 
likely to be in place until the spring, the rollout of the Local Restrictions Payment Grant 
and the Additional Restrictions Grant are going to be absolutely vital; lessons need to 
be learnt from previous programmes to ensure those that need the money receive it as 
quickly and smoothly as possible otherwise their prospects for survival will look bleak.  
Grants alone will not sustain an economic recovery in the long term and as we set out in 
our recent Keep Business Moving Action Plan there are a number of elements which the 
Government will need to focus on in order to create a pathway to prosperity. Delivering 
a comprehensive trade deal with the EU, increased spending on R&D across the region, 
reforming the business tax structure to make it easier for firms to invest and working 
with local stakeholders to target infrastructure spend more effectively are all likely to be 
important factors in facilitating long term economic growth . A failure to act now would 
be a dereliction of duty and one that is likely to have a profound impact on the region for 
years to come. 

Business confidence weakened over the previous quarter 
as investment spend remains severely depleted

35% of firms across the manufacturing and services sector expect their profits to 
increase (a fall of 3% compared to Q3) which lead to a one point reduction in the 
balance score to a figure of 48. By contrast the turnover balance remained in positive 
territory for a second consecutive quarter as a greater number of businesses expected 
their turnover to remain consistent over the next 12 months (up from 18% to 24% in the 
current quarter) which meant the balance score stayed at 51. It was also notable that 
45% said they were now operating at full capacity – the exact same figure recorded 
back in Q1 this year prior to the outbreak of the pandemic. 

38% of businesses in both sectors had cut their allocation of funding for capital 
investment in Q4 (which was 4% lower than the Q3 figure) and 48% had maintained 
their levels of capex spend in the current quarter (a 4% increase compared to the last 
quarter) which meant the overall balance score went up by two points but remained 
worryingly low at 38. For the first time in the history of the report, the capex balance 
score remained in negative territory for three consecutive quarters which perhaps 
underlines the severity of the crisis we are facing right now. Training investment plans 
offered slightly more optimism; the balance score increased by three points to a 
figure of 42 – much of this was due to the fact that we saw a minor reduction in the 
percentage of firms cutting their training budget (down from 38% to 32%). The data 
broadly echoes the national picture as the Bank of England reported that investment 
intentions remained significantly weaker than a year ago with numerous examples of 
investment being postponed or cancelled in order to preserve levels of cash. In addition, 
the central Bank suggested that investment tended to be limited to essential equipment 
or maintenance, rather than strategic purposes.  

BUSINESS INVESTMENT & BUSINESS CONFIDENCE

CAPEX
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▼
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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 
Transatlantic Chamber of Commerce and the Commonwealth Chamber of Commerce).

Members range from young professionals to SMEs and large, high profile organisations, including 40 
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 with over 25,000 students from 
just under 100 countries. As a substantial employer with over 2,500 staff and through the provision 
of graduate talent, research and knowledge transfer, we contribute in excess of £286 million to 
Birmingham’s gross domestic product (GDP) supporting 4,810 jobs in the city.

BCU’s ‘University for Birmingham’ mission reflects its role as an anchor institution in Birmingham and the 
wider West Midlands, but also as a civic university. The University has active engagement with in excess 
of 2,500 businesses, with over 1,400 formally assisted to start, grow or innovate since 2017/18 through 
our business support programmes. Our long-term sponsorship of the Quarterly Business Survey – now 
heading into its fifth year - exemplifies our commitment to work with and support our city and region. 

The University has extensive sector linkages providing detailed intelligence and input into future 
innovation, driving thinking around 5G, smart specialisation, the creative economy, advanced 
manufacturing and health-related life sciences. Courses at BCU are informed by Industry Advisory 
Boards, where information about business needs are reviewed and skills challenges are discussed. 
Innovation is at the core of our work. Working in partnership is at the core of our approach to business.

In 2020 we relaunched BCU Advantage, the business growth service from Birmingham City University 
which connects regional businesses to the knowledge, skills, facilities and funding needed to achieve 
success. To find out more visit https://bcuadvantage.co.uk/ @BCUAdvantage

Join the Conversation 

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

Pictured (Front): The Mailbox, Birmingham City Centre
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