
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Foreword: Jerry Blackett 
CEO, Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce 

This edition of the Greater Birmingham Quarterly Economic Survey reveals both 
positive sentiment and some nervousness in our businesses in the first quarter of 
2015. Key headlines include: 
 

 Service sector firms reported improvements in both domestic sales and 
exports; 

 In contrast, manufacturing firms experienced decreases in both domestic 
sales and exports; 

 A greater number of firms expect both profitability and turnover to rise in the 
next 12 months; 

 More firms increased their investment plans in equipment and training. 
 
Though business confidence is rising, with signs of more investment, confidence, 
levels remains considerably lower than a year ago.  This highlights the importance of 
the General Election in May. The business community needs clarity on a range of 
business issues such as a review on business rates and ideally, their reform. In 
addition to the place of the UK in Europe.  Most important of all is removing the 
uncertainty caused by the range of possible election outcomes. 
 
2015 has commenced well for Greater Birmingham.  The recent announcement of 
HSBC that it is to relocate its retail bank HQ to the City demonstrates that Birmingham 
is now an attractive alternative to the stronghold of London, as a place ‘to do 
business’.  In addition, with many other investment and regeneration activities 
proceeding apace at present, there is a growing buzz in and around the city region. 
 
To support the regeneration of the city and the wider area, we need to ensure that we 
continue to develop other key projects, such as those to develop transport 
infrastructure. 
 
I sit on the steering group for the “Midlands Connect” project, one of the most exciting 
projects I have seen for many years.  Replicating the Northern Way transport project, 
which a decade ago unlocked much economic growth for the North, Midlands Connect 
is seeking to articulate the growth potential of the Midlands. Already, the early work 
has identified well over £1 billion of additional GVA that could be released if we make 
our city Centres easier to access and the wider region better joined up. We can see 
huge additional business to be done as “east meeting west” is made so much easier 
in the Midlands. It’s just the right story to convince the Treasury that investing in the 
Midlands is great for the UK. 
 
The rapid progress of the Midlands Connect project is thanks to our Midlands political 
leaders and their Local Enterprise Partnership Chairs.  Midlands Connect will be 
instrumental in not only securing both the public and private sector investment our 
economy merits, but its findings will also be instrumental in shaping the Combined 
Authority partnerships that represent the next stage of our regional place-shaping. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



  

 

 

  

So Chancellor George Osborne does exactly what he would have planned when 
he first took on the job...delivered recovery, and some optimism for the 
future...and yet, there is absolutely no sign of a safe election victory.  The 
problem for George, is that his "recovery" has not yet filtered down to the 
workers.  So far only the bosses, and the shareholders have felt any warmer. 
Almost precisely the wrong result. 
 
For Birmingham, the clarity with which the problem of this filtration system has 
been exposed, offers a valuable and critical insight. For Birmingham, the 
challenge of the potential of the future, is two fold.  
  
Firstly, we can begin to see that, comparative to London, Birmingham is 
beginning to look very attractive.  To achieve that potential, Birmingham must 
elevate itself, to become a destination of choice, for top level world class workers.  
Birmingham must seek to understand the criterion that gives London its edge and 
create targets, and measurements, that prove they can compete or outflank.  We 
are not talking competence; we have a competent workforce. We are talking 
intelligence, and drive. The kind of drive that takes the best people in the country, 
to the town which comes consistently bottom of every quality of life survey, since 
such surveys began - London. Why do the best graduates in the country all go to 
London, and why might they come here? Secondly, Birmingham must avoid re-
creating itself as the world capital of negative labour relations. 
  
It seems to me that this must be a matter of not new, but modernised leadership.  
It needs a change in the relationship between the company, the bosses, the 
shareholders, and the workers. It is a matter of new implementation, not of new 
thinking. There are examples all around us, typically in small companies, but 
large companies know how to do it.  
  
In a presentation my company, Katie Bard, designed in partnership with Living 
the Brand (Richard Beevers, CEO of Customer Plus), we offered two simple 
ideas. Firstly, worker empowerment. This simply means opening up genuine 
opportunities for meritocratically earned involvement in strategically contributory 
decision making, at all levels. Secondly, profit sharing. Genuine profit sharing, 
which means measuring the profits made at conceptually accessible levels, and 
distributing a share of it to the profitable partners, or workers.  
  
This is not a panacea. Workers are, by definition, people who have opted out of 
the risk/reward measurements in remuneration. This will require work. 
  
But, there is considerable indication that a significant element of the workforce is 
interested in some of the components of the idea. This contingent, particularly, 
but not exclusively, the GenY element of it, seem very interested in two benefits; 
firstly, the authority (freedom) to run their own lives, and secondly, the greater 
level of autonomy in diminishing the negative profits (tax) of the fruits of their 
labour.  In addition to all of that, this particular group seem to be the most 
productive in the country. 
  
 

Analysis: John Mortimer 
CEO, Angela Mortimer Group 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Domestic performance 
 
In Q1 2015, the number of companies 
across Greater Birmingham reporting 
improvements in domestic sales remained 
at a similar level to the previous quarter. 
 
The service sector demonstrated a small 
increase in the number of firms reporting 
domestic sales improvements.  41% 
(Graph 1) stated sales had improved, 
compared to 39% in Q4 2014.  As in the 
last quarter 49% stated that sales had 
remained constant, while only 10%, 
compared to a previous 12% reported a 
decline.  
 
The downward trend in sales continued for 
the manufacturing sector.  33% (Graph 2), 
compared to 34% Q4 2014, reported 
improvements in sales, while only 40%, 
compared with a previous 50% reported 
that sales had remained constant.  Most 
significantly, 27% reported sales had 
decreased compared to 16% last quarter. 
 
Market conditions for manufacturing were 
considerably weaker in Q1 2015 
compared to those a year ago.  In Q1 
2014, 51% reported improvements, 
compared to 33% in Q1 2015, while only 
13% manufacturers reported a decrease 
in sales in Q1 2014, compared to 27% in 
Q1 2015. 
 
An ONS report on manufacturing in the 
UK states that in spite of slower output 
growth in recent years, labour productivity 
has increased in the sector. 
 
 
 

 



  

 

  

Regional Output 
 
The second estimate for gross domestic 
product (GDP) in Q4 2014 stood at 0.5%, 
with annual GDP growth estimated to 
have increased by 2.6%.  Output 
increased in the service sector by 0.8%, 
the same level as Q3, and by 0.2% in the 
manufacturing sector.  The construction 
sector meanwhile contracted during Q4 by 
2.1%.  Since Q1 2013, GDP growth has 
continued to grow steadily, following a 
severe downturn in 2008 and 2009, and 
short dips in the following periods. 
 
The QES composite index for 
manufacturing sector sales shows a broad 
correlation between the domestic sales of 
manufacturers and growth in GDP (graph 
3). For instance, during the financial crisis 
of 2007-08, both indicators dropped 
significantly, following which a strong 
upward trend emerged, anticipated by 
domestic sales growth in the 
manufacturing sector. 
 
Regional output, as measured by Gross 
Value Added (GVA), (Income Approach), 
increased in all regions in 2013, as 
measured by GVA per head of the 
population (Graph 4).  In the West 
Midlands, GVA rose from £18,898 in 2012 
to £19,428 in 2013.  
 
London continued to outperform the rest 
of the country on this indicator however at 
£40,215 per head, or 22% of the total UK 
GVA. Nevertheless, Birmingham and the 
West Midlands area in general have over 
the past years, experienced a rising trend  
in business births. In 2013, the percentage 
of business births as a proportion of the 
total stock stood at 13.4%.  
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     

 

Graph 3 Manufacturing Sector Sentiment vs. GDP Growth

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

-2.5%

-2.0%

-1.5%

-1.0%

-0.5%

0.0%

0.5%

1.0%

1.5%

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

QES index for 
manufacturing sales

UK GDP Grow th 
Rate (left axis)

Graph 4 Regional Gross Value Added (GVA)
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Exports 
 
The QES for Q1 2015 saw mixed results 
between the manufacturing and service 
sectors.  The number of manufacturing 
firms (Graph 5) experiencing improved 
export sales decreased to 25% in Q1 
2015, down from 37% in Q4 2014.  28% of 
firms further recorded decreases in sales 
in Q1 compared with 20% in Q4. 
 
The service sector however presented 
more positive results, with 39% of firms in 
Q1 2015 citing improved sales, compared 
with 34% in Q4 2015.  7% reported a 
decrease in sales, the same rate as the 
previous quarter.   
 
In the year to Q4 2014, export levels in 
both the services and manufacturing 
sector have dipped up and down.  A rise 
in the services sector countered a fall in 
manufacturing to drive overall West 
Midland Export Value to £7.6bn in Q4 
2014 (Graph 6) from £6.7bn in Q3 2014. 
 
In 2014, the EU remained the largest 
recipient of WM exports (£11.3bn), 
followed by Asia & Oceania (£7.8bn), and 
North America (£4.8bn). Aside from 
London and the South-East, West Midland 
exports were higher than in other regions.  
The total value of UK exports for all of 
2014 stood at £287bn, a decline from 
£299 in the previous year.  
 
For exports, the commodity groups with 
the largest annual value increases in 
England were ‘Miscellaneous 
manufactured articles’.   
  
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
 
 

 



  

 

  

Recruitment 
 
The first quarter of 2015 saw a continued 
downward trend towards recruiting staff 
with 49% of firms (Graph 7) attempting to 
recruit, compared with 51% the previous 
quarter.  Of the firms recruiting, 59% 
experienced recruitment difficulties.  
 
By sector, 58% of manufacturing firms and 
59% of firms in the service sector had 
difficulties recruiting.  Both sectors had 
particular problems recruiting skilled 
manual/technical workers, as well as 
professional/managerial staff.  To note, 
50% of manufacturing firms had difficulties 
recruiting skilled manual/ technical staff, 
while 35% of service sector firms had 
difficulties finding professional/managerial 
staff.   
 
36% of service firms and 25% of 
manufacturing firms have increased their 
investment in training, however for 60% 
and 68% of firms respectively, levels of 
investment remain unchanged. 
 
The long term trend for the QES labour 
force growth index for both sectors has 
been upward since the 2008-9 recession 
(Graph 8). This mirrors the overall 
downward trend over the period in 
seasonally adjusted unemployment rates 
for both Birmingham and West Midlands 
region.   
 
Despite the decline, Birmingham has a 
comparatively high benefit unemployment 
rate, standing at 6.4% compared to the 
Core City average of 4.5%.  

   
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
   
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     

Graph 8 QES index for Labour Force Growth
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Investment & Confidence 
 
In Q1 2015, 28% of firms revised 
investment intentions upwards.  
Investment intentions did however present 
differently between the service and 
manufacturing sectors.   
 
In the service sector a greater percentage 
of firms increased investment in both 
equipment (26% up from 23% in Q4) and 
training (36% up from 30% in Q4), There 
was minimal change in the level of firms 
decreasing investment.  
 
In the manufacturing sector 33% of firms, 
rising from 29% in Q4 2014 increased 
investment in plant/machinery/equipment.  
In terms of training 25% of firms compared 
to 26% in Q4 increased investment, 
however 8% of firms decreased 
investment in training; only 2% did in Q4. 
 
Business confidence among firms in 
Greater Birmingham has fallen in the year 
to Q1 2015.  62% of firms believe turnover 
will increase in the next 12 months (Graph 
10).  In the manufacturing sector 56% of 
firms believe turnover will increase, down 
from 80% a year ago.  While in the service 
sector, 65% of firms believe their turnover 
will increase, compared with 74% last 
year.  The confidence of firms in 
profitability increasing follows a similar 
trend to turnover in both sectors. 
 
Small and micro SMEs (1-19 employees) 
expressed higher levels of optimism, with 
67% believing that their turnover will 
increase in the next 12 months, and 66% 
believing that profitability will increase. 
 
 
 

 



  

 

  

Analysis: Dr Steve McCabe 
Director of Research Degrees, Birmingham City Business School 

Economic news for Birmingham and the West Midlands has been extremely positive in 
recent weeks. Unemployment in the region has fallen though skill deficiencies in 
Birmingham mean that areas in which there are higher than average levels persist. 
Investment by Jaguar Land Rover and Coventry-based London Taxi Company’s owner 
Geely demonstrates commitment by the overseas owners in the ability of these 
companies to produce products of excellence. 
 
Manufacturing is only effective if underpinned by commerce; particularly banks. HSBC’s 
decision to follow Deutsche Bank’s example and relocate its UK headquarters from 
London to Arena Central on Broad Street is extremely welcome news. It’s believed that 
as well as the creation of employment opportunities, especially among those from 
traditionally disadvantaged communities, HSBC will annually add at least half a percent 
to the city’s economy.  
 
HSBC’s decision is significant. It sends a message to other global corporations that 
Birmingham is city worth seriously considering as a place to do business. It is now being 
widely recognised that there’s an alternative to London.  Birmingham offers locally 
educated talent and a rich history of creativity and ingenuity. However, Birmingham’s 
fortunes depend on events elsewhere; nationally and internationally. It’s difficult to make 
accurate predictions though we can expect to hear a lot about the virtues of continued 
membership of the EU and the likelihood of an ‘in-out’ referendum in 2017.  
 
Before that there is the not-so-small matter of who will govern for the next five years. 
The general election on May 7

th
 will be analysed closely by every economist in terms of 

what it means for the future. Unfortunately, as far as this election is concerned, the only 
certainty is uncertainty. Whoever becomes Chancellor will be confronted by the problem 
of the how to pay off the huge public ‘net debt’ of almost £1.5 trillion (over 80% of GDP). 
That the interest payable is over £45 billion each year (2.5% of GDP) tells us this is no 
small task.  
 
One of the peculiarities of recent years has been the fact that we have not lost jobs at 
the rate predicted. Whilst this is good news it’s to be noted that wage rates have 
remained stagnant and that new jobs are too often poorly paid and transient.  This has 
reduced the tax receipts that might be available leading some to suggest that we’re 
experiencing a "jobs rich, but tax poor" recovery.  A corollary of this has been the poor 
level of performance in UK productivity in recent years made worse by a 0.2% fall in the 
final quarter of 2014, though manufacturing has been a notable exemplar. 
 
Oil and interest won’t remain low beyond the medium term. Whichever government is 
formed after the election must attend to the urgent task of upskilling and constant 
innovation. This should be coupled to a commitment to localised approaches. We need 
to produce more goods that will be exported. Birmingham shows what can be achieved. 
We simply need more of it underpinned by greater freedom in making decisions by 
those who know best.  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
May 2015 will see the launch of the Angela Mortimer  
Group’s 11

th
 blue book Employment survey.  This annual 

market-leading employment survey covers executive and 
office support roles throughout the UK, Europe, and the 
USA, and reports on salaries, benefits and the comparison 
of attitudes between employers and employees.  580 organisations and 806 job seekers contributed 
to the research of the most comprehensive employment survey in this area to date, providing valuable 
insight into the latest recruitment attitudes and trends. 
 

Early results show many positive noises coming from companies 
and candidates alike; particularly from the UK.  Indeed 73% of UK 
job seekers expect the job market to improve in 2015 with 63% of 
UK companies planning to increase headcount and 75% 
predicting salary rises.  The outlook in the West Midlands, 
although still positive, is more conservative than that shown 
across the rest of the UK with 38% of organisations expecting 
headcount to increase. 
 
A key challenge for the growth companies will be battling the 
resurgence of ‘The War for Talent’.  As an employer, remaining 
attractive to the exceptional talent will remain key to succeeding 
within the market. Although throughout the recession the top 
candidates have consistently had multiple opportunities, 2015 will 
be the first in at least 5 years that we have seen the majority of 

candidates having real comparators. Effectively articulating the differentiators that make your 
business stand out to a candidate will become essential to securing the best people. 
 
To find out more about the Blue Book 2015 and how to receive your complimentary copy please call: 
Katie Bard on 0121 633 4443. 
 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Quarterly Economic Survey 
 
Formed in 1989, the Quarterly Economic Survey (QES) is the private sector’s 
leading indicator of the UK economy.  
 
At the regional level, the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce (GBCC) 
conducts the QES every quarter across the Greater Birmingham to assess how 
businesses are performing on a range of key indicators. Nationally, the results 
from QES are monitored by the Bank of England, HM Treasury, and the 
European Commission as a quarterly indication of business conditions. 
 
Each quarter, around 250 to 300 firms from across the Greater Birmingham 
region are surveyed on business conditions and their attitudes towards 
government policy. The Greater Birmingham region consists of Birmingham, 
Solihull, Lichfield, Tamworth, Chase, and Burton. A vast majority of firms 
surveyed are SMEs. 

 
Written and researched by: 
Stephanie Wall 
Policy and Patron Advisor 
Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce 

 
For more information, please contact: 
e s.wall@birmingham-chamber.com 
t  0121 607 1814 

To view previous editions of the Quarterly Economic Survey, see here: 
http://www.birmingham-chamber.com/qes   
 
To view the British Chamber of Commerce QES, see here: 
http://www.britishchambers.org.uk/policy-maker/economic-data/quarterly-economic-survey/  
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