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Foreword: Paul Faulkner 

CEO, Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce 

The Greater Birmingham Quarterly Economic Survey (QES) for Quarter 4 (Q4) 

revealed a varied picture between the service and manufacturing sectors.  While 

service firms reported more positive conditions this quarter, the results for 

manufacturers exposed more challenging ones.  Key headlines include: 

  Service firms experienced an increase in UK sales, while manufacturers 

saw a noticeable fall.   

  Manufacturers experienced significant recruitment difficulties.  At 89%, this 

was the highest level of difficulty reported since 1997. 

  Over 70% of service firms believe that turnover will increase in the next 12 

months, while only 45% of manufacturers think likewise. 

In Q4 businesses in the service sector stated much more positive results 

compared to manufacturing businesses.  In the Q4 survey manufacturers 

expressed concerns including low oil prices and the exchange rate.  Another 

concern was the uncertainty around the interest rate and the prospect of a rise in 

early 2016.  With the Fed having now raised the US interest rate, we await with 

interest the pending decision of the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) with regard 

to UK interest rates in mid-January.   

Otherwise Greater Birmingham ended 2015 on a high note.  After 5 years of 

extensive work the re-designed New Street station and Grand Central opened in 

September, experiencing footfall of over a million people in its first two 

weeks.   Other regeneration work is continuing to occur throughout the city, with 

notable developments including the HSBC site at Arena Central and the demolition 

of the old Library at Paradise Circus.  The regeneration and development 

throughout the city in recent years has supported Birmingham being named the 

top city in which to invest in Western Europe in a recent survey conducted by the 

Urban Land Institute (ULI) and adviser PwC.  

Birmingham also enters the New Year with a new Council Leader.  While Cllr John 

Clancy, who took up the reigns from Sir Albert Bore in December 2015, has a 

challenging job ahead, he has made a positive start. We continue to emphasise 

the importance of the Council working closely with the business community to 

promote jobs and the further growth of our city and communities - it was after all 

the city's private sector last year that created over 21,000 jobs, the highest in fact 

of any of the core cities, and it is only by working together that we will continue to 

increase the creation of jobs and growth throughout Greater Birmingham. 
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Analysis: John Mortimer 

CEO, Angela Mortimer Group 

Anecdotally, it is our experience that the last six months of the recovery has been 

very bumpy.  

Underlying sentiment seems to be still confident, but the maths behind that has 

showed signs of unravelling and this has eaten into confidence at operational 

decision making level.  

Birmingham itself has been consistently firm with some evidence of opportunistic 

hires when interesting talent has been spotted. The temp area also seems slowly 

to be firming up, which suggests capacity is being challenged, in the 

administration area at least. In view of my comments about the CBI’s recovery of 

productivity report at the last QES presentation, this is not so surprising. It could 

also be interpreted as an underlying firmness in general operations and demand.  

The subject of a skills shortage continues to be at centre stage, and it is the view 

of the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce that the subject should be 

tackled here in the West Midlands.  

Hopefully, this will stir up some ideas, which will lead to action. Having said that, I 

think I should warn everyone that the subject of dealing with the skills gap is going 

to create considerable pain for many of us, and pretty much all of the macro-level 

institutions in the country. It is going to need some radical creative thinking, and of 

course, some interesting action.  

The challenge of holding those who have the ability to make change succeed here 

in Birmingham, and thus create a destination city for talent, cannot be solved in 

simple cash any more. Fortunately, here in Birmingham, there are a significant 

number of working examples of radical new employment thinking in action. We 

call them the “progressive employers”. 
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Domestic performance 

 

In Q4 2015, the overall percentage of 

companies across Greater Birmingham 

reporting an increase in domestic sales 

rose by 1% to 47%.  However there was 

mixed sentiment between the sectors.  

The manufacturing sector (Graph 1) saw 

UK sales decrease considerably this 

quarter.  31% reported an increase in Q4, 

compared with 50% in Q3.  The number of 

firms reporting a decrease in sales also 

rose to 28% in Q4 from 14% in Q3.  

Firms reporting constant sales rose to 

41% in Q4 from 36% in Q3. 

Sentiment in the service sector (Graph 2)

was however more positive.  In Q4 50% of 

firms reported an increase in UK  

sales compared with 45% in Q3.  34% 

reported sales remained constant, 

compared to 43% in Q3.  Businesses 

reporting decreased sales rose to  

16% in Q4 from 12% in Q3. 

Manufacturers surveyed ranged from self-

employed to having over 1000 employees.  

The average was 70 employees.  Several 

manufacturers citied slow and  

difficult economic conditions, resulting in 

lack of demand or contracts. 

Service firms surveyed ranged from the 

self-employed up to having 500 

employees. The average was 24 

employees.   

 

 

 

 

 

Graph 1 Manufacturing Sector Domestic Sales in Q4 2015 

Graph 2 Service Sector Domestic Sales in Q4 2015 
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Exports 

 

This quarter the picture was again mixed 

for exports in both the manufacturing and 

service sectors.  Overall the percentage of 

firms reporting an increase in exports was 

35%, a small fall from 38% in Q3.  This 

was due to the lower performance of 

manufacturers. 

The percentage of manufacturing firms 

(Graph 3) reporting an increase in exports 

fell to 30% in Q4 from 50% in Q3.  Firms 

reporting a decrease in exports rose to 

41% from 38% in Q3.  More firms reported 

constant sales of exports at 29%, up from 

13% in Q3. 

The service sector on the other hand saw 

a rise in the percentage of firms reporting 

an increase in export sales to 38% in Q4 

from 27% in Q3.  The percentage of firms 

reporting a decrease in export sales fell to 

21% in Q4 from 45% in Q3.  The 

percentage of firms reporting constant 

sales rose to 41% in Q4 from 27% in Q3. 

At the regional level (Graph 4), figures for 

Q4 have not yet been released.  In view of 

Q3 however exports fell significantly in the 

West Midlands to £6.5bn in Q3 from 

£7.5bn in Q2.  This coincided with a sharp 

drop in service exports between Q2 and 

Q3, however exports have risen noticeably 

in Q4. West Midlands exports 

nevertheless remain at the highest 

regional value outside of London and the 

South East. 

The EU remains the largest recipient of 

West Midlands exports at £4.6bn in Q3, 

though levels fell slightly between Q2 and 

Q3.  Machinery and transport remains the 

commodity group with the highest value of 

exports for the West Midlands also at 

£4.6bn. 

Graph 3 Manufacturing Export Sales in Q4 2015 

Graph 4 QES Export Index vs. West Mids Exports 
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Labour Force & Recruitment 

 

The percentage of firms reporting an 

increase in labour force (Graph 5) fell in 

Q4, with only 29% reporting an increase, 

compared to 39% in Q3.  In Q4 60% of 

firms stated that their labour force 

remained constant, compared to only 43% 

in Q3. However only 11% of firms reported 

a decrease in labour force, compared with 

19% in Q3. 

The percentage of firms attempting to  

recruit rose to 51% in Q4 from 44% in Q3.   

Firms in both manufacturing and services 

were chiefly attempting to recruit for 

permanent, full-time positions. 

Recruitment difficulties fell slightly overall 

with 68% of firms reporting difficulties 

compared to 72% in Q3.  However 

difficulties varied noticeably between 

service firms and manufacturers.  63% of 

services, while 89% of manufacturers 

experienced recruitment difficulties.  For 

manufacturers difficulties were chiefly 

seen recruiting skilled manual and 

technical workers (27%) and professional/

managerial staff (33%).  Service firms also 

reported difficulties recruiting for these 

categories of employee, however they also 

had measurable difficulties recruiting for 

clerical (22%) and un- and semi-skilled 

positions (20%).   

The employment rate in the West 

Midlands increased in the West Midlands 

by 0.6% to 71.4% (August-October 

compared with May-July). This was the 

third highest percentage increase in the 

UK.  The unemployment rate also fell by 

0.2% to 5.5% in the same three month 

period. 

Graph 5 Labour Force in Q4 2015 

Graph 6 Recruitment difficulties in Q4 2015 
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Business Confidence & 

Investment 

 

Business confidence rose slightly in Q4  

(Graph 9).  66% of firms stated they 

believed turnover would increase in the 

next 12 months compared to 62% in Q3.  

The percentage of firms stating turnover 

would decrease also fell to 9% from 15% 

in Q3.  25% of firms believed that turnover 

would remain constant. 

Manufacturing and service sector turnover 

confidence trends were however 

significantly different.  Service firms were 

much more confident with 71% believing 

that turnover will increase, with just 5% 

stating that they believe it will decrease.  

Only 45% of manufacturers believe that 

turnover will increase, with 29% believing 

it will decrease. 

Investment intentions for capex (Graph 8), 

rose minimally in Q4 to 24% from 23% in 

Q3.  57% of firms stated they would keep 

capex investment constant, compared with 

54% in Q3, while 19% stated they had 

decreased their capex investment 

compared to 23% in Q3. 

Investment intentions for training fell in Q4, 

with 26% of firms stating they increased 

capex intentions compared with 39% in 

Q3.  57% of firms kept training investment 

constant compared with 50% in Q3, while 

16% reported a decrease compared with 

11% in Q3. 

 

 

Graph 8 Investment intentions for Capex in Q4 2015 

Graph 7 Confidence turnover will increase over next  

12 months 
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Infographic: what is currently your principal business concern? 



9    Greater Birmingham Quarterly Economic Survey Q4 2015 

Analysis: Professor Anne Green  

Institute for Employment Research, University of Warwick 

Recent labour market statistics show growth in the number of young people in 

employment.  In the UK 3.96 million young people aged 16-24 were in work in the 

quarter August-October 2015 (including 968 thousand students with part-time jobs). 

This represents an increase on the previous year.  13.6% young people were 

unemployed – the lowest since July-September 2005.  In the West Midlands 14.6% 

of young people were classified as NEET (Not in Employment, Education or 

Training) – a slightly higher share than the national average, although a reduction 

over the year.  

With increasing numbers of vacancies and a reduction in youth unemployment, why 

is there a continuing concern with young people’s transitions from education to 

employment? 

Entering and sustaining employment remains important because prolonged periods 

of unemployment can have a ‘scarring effect’ on young people.  The Government is 

responding with a range of policies, including the Youth Contract, Apprenticeships, 

Traineeships, etc. 

The position of young people in the labour market has altered radically since the 

end of the 1970s, with the demise of an identifiable ‘youth labour market’ and a shift 

away from the majority of young people entering employment at the end of 

compulsory schooling.  In recent years delayed labour market entry has been 

driven by education policy encouraging more young people to engage in post-16 

education, and legislation raising the participation age in learning and training to 18 

years.  The occupational structure of the labour market has changed, with fewer 

jobs at intermediate levels – making routes to advancement more difficult.  

Employers tend to favour young people with work experience – yet ‘Saturday Jobs’ 

have been in decline since the 1990s. 

Research at the Institute for Employment Research at the University of Warwick is 

examining these issues for graduates and for young people not going on to higher 

education.  Results highlight the divergence in experience between non-graduates 

and graduates – with the latter having better access to opportunities, information, 

advice and guidance, and social and cultural capital to help them find work 

experience/employment than the former. 
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Business Profile 

adi Group, Kings Norton 

The adi Group was founded by Alan Lusty in 1990, then as a single business 

offering; adi Electrical. Today, adi is a multi-disciplined engineering Group, 

comprising 16 specialist service companies, and is completely self-funded and 

self-invested.  

Located in King’s Norton Business Park, adi employs over 450 people, and with 

a combined turnover of £64m in 2014, the group is on track to increase to 

around 1,000 staff over the next 5 years, with equally strong ambitions for the 

next quarter of a century as CEO Alan Lusty explains: 

“adi Group has played a crucial role in delivering regional growth. Our 

employee count has increased from 127 in 2005, to over 450 in 2015. In 

addition to this, we have significantly increased our investments in 

infrastructure within the Birmingham area, by investing over £1m in our new 

offices and manufacturing facility at our Kings Norton base. 

“Whilst we are very proud to have employed a significant proportion of our staff 

from within the Midlands area, we have also grown substantially elsewhere in 

the UK and Ireland, resulting in a total of 12 operational locations.” 

In the coming quarter century, the role of multi-disciplined engineering will 

become even more important in driving growth, innovation, and productivity in 

industries such as food and beverage, automotive and aerospace. 

Looking ahead, adi Group is positioned to continue to unlock growth across 

these sectors. As a Group, our aspirations are to continue to grow by offering 

further engineering services. Our 25 year history has been to self-invest in a 

new division or service every 18-24 months, and we look forward to continuing 

this strategy during our next 25 years.” 

Aside from being significant supporters of the broader Birmingham economy in 

terms of job creation, adi Group is also an active investor in talent and CSR 

investment activity. In 2014, it created an Apprenticeship Academy, which has 

active links with local schools and colleges to encourage young people 

(especially female students) into the engineering sector. 
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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.  The feedback from the survey helps 

to shape our business policy priorities.  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 200 firms from across the Greater Birmingham area are surveyed on business conditions and their attitudes 

towards government policy. The Greater Birmingham region consists of Birmingham, Solihull, Sutton Coldfield, Lichfield, 

Tamworth, Chase, and Burton. A vast majority of firms surveyed are SMEs. 

 To view previous editions of the Quarterly Economic Survey, please visit our website: 

http://www.birmingham-chamber.com/qes   

Written and researched by: 

Stephanie Wall 

Policy and Patron Advisor 

Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce  

e s.wall@birmingham-chamber.com 

t  0121 607 1814 

 

 

Entering into it’s 12th year of publication the blue book 2016 is the Angela Mortimer 

Group’s annual market-leading employment survey that covers executive and office 

support roles throughout the UK, Europe, and the USA.  The blue book reports on 

salaries, benefits and the comparison of attitudes between employers and 

employees that are ultimately driving the employment market right now.  Year on 

year, the blue book data is used by HRDs, FDs and MDs as a key indicator in 

deciding their recruitment strategy. 

As predicted in the blue book last year, 2015 has been a very strong year for 

recruitment.  73% of UK job seekers expected the job market to improve in 2015 with 63% of UK companies planning to increase 

headcount and 75% predicting salary rises.  In November 2015, 

APSCo, the recruitment industry trade body confirmed the blue book’s 

predictions reporting that vacancies are up by 6% from 2014. 

However, the blue book also pointed to the challenges that the newly 

competitive market would bring.  55% of employers reported a lack of 

quality in the applications with a further 41% indicating that a skills 

shortage would hold their staffing ambitions back in 2015.  This was 

emphasised in the West Midlands that felt these challenges would have 

a much larger impact than any other region. 

We are currently in the middle of the research period for blue book 

2016.  If you are interested in taking part, and therefore receiving a complimentary copy of the results, please get in touch at 

bluebook@angelamortimer.com . 

http://www.birmingham-chamber.com/qes
mailto:s.wall@birmingham-chamber.com
mailto:bluebook@angelamortimer.com
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