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The Quarterly Business Report for Q3 provides our first insight into the 
local business climate since the EU Referendum.  This data indicates that, 
for the most part, there has been a return to “business as usual”. 

While there was a drop in the proportion of firms reporting an increase in 
domestic sales (perhaps reflecting the immediate uncertainty following the 
vote), advance orders are back on trend. However, given on-going concerns 
about Brexit, it is not surprising that the proportion of firms looking to 
increase their investment and training budgets dipped this quarter.

Nevertheless, local businesses remain confident, with over 50% of firms 
believing turnover and profitability will increase in the next 12 months. 
Looking around the region it is easy to see why as key developments pick 
up pace and organisations as diverse as Birmingham Airport and Greater 
Birmingham and Solihull Local Enterprise Partnership (GBS LEP) recently 
reported record years. We are not resting on our laurels and are continuing 
to improve our support for businesses. The GBCC has recently launched 
the Greater Birmingham International Business Hub, offering businesses all 
the services they need to successfully trade in international markets. 
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The underlying resilience of the Greater Birmingham economy, 
notwithstanding continued policy uncertainty regarding Brexit, is once 
again demonstrated by the latest QBR.  Recent reported performance 
remained firm with business sentiment largely positive.  Unsurprisingly 
manufacturing exporters performed strongly, as a result of the significant 
and rapid depreciation of Sterling.  However, a number of firms expressed 
that the volatility of the exchange was a key concern going forward.  
Increased market competition, notably in the services sector, was also seen 
as a further constraining factor and is perhaps reflected in tightening labour 
market recruitment conditions.
  
Overall, whilst the survey is positive, the lack of Brexit policy coherence 
could hamper future regional growth prospects.  Perhaps more worrying is 
the continued advocacy of future trade agreements rather than trade itself 
now, putting the cart before the horse so to speak.

Nevertheless, the government’s positioning over a new industrial policy, and 
the accompanying commitment to a comprehensive regional development 
strategy, indicate that the acute infrastructure constraints, notably BHX, 
the M6 and railways generally, will be tackled more forcefully.  This would 
provide the necessary and sufficient infrastructure platform to stimulate 
regional trade and economic growth.

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 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 one), remain constant (multiplied by 0.5), decrease (multiplied 
by 0).
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The domestic demand balance fell by 4 points 
in Q3 2016 to 56, the lowest balance recorded 
since Q3 2011. 26% firms reported decreased 
domestic sales, up from 24% in Q2.  

Both the service and manufacturing sector saw a rise in the percentage 
of firms reporting a decrease in domestic sales. There was a mixed 
picture between the sectors for their domestic sales forecasts. Local 
manufacturers reported forecast growth, the balance rising 4 points to 
55. While services firms recorded a lower sales forecast, the balance 
falling to 57 in Q3 from 64 in Q2.  

Nationally, both the Markit/CIPS UK Manufacturing and Services PMI 
rose to over 50 in August 2016, recovering from dips in July and defying 
market expectations.  While much of the economy has moved on from 
the initial impact of the referendum result, uncertainty remains about 
when Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty will be triggered.
 
In the meantime, a priority for the upcoming Autumn Statement must 
be to for the Government to clarify their new industrial strategy and how 
this will deliver prosperity to business in our region.

DOMESTIC DEMAND

DOMESTIC 
SALES

Balance
 4 Points


38%


36%


26%

The Price balance rose by 1 point to 61 in Q3, 
however 27% of firms expect their prices to 
increase in the next 3 months, compared to 
22% in Q2. 

Both sectors saw increases in the percentage of firms expecting prices 
to increase.  The main price pressure for manufacturers was raw material 
costs.  While the weaker exchange rate has been beneficial for exporting, 
it has clearly had a negative impact on importing raw materials.  
Consequently 30% of firms stated that exchange rates were more of a 
concern to them than 3 months ago.  This compares to just 19% in Q2.  

To support members concerned about currency or looking for a high 
quality FX provider, the Chambers’ International Hub have launched an 
FX product available to members through our partners RationalFX. We 
also asked businesses what their current chief business concern is.  We 
had a range of answers, which included salary increases, competition and 
generating business as well as Brexit.

We will be guiding businesses through the post-Referendum environment 
through a series of communications and events.  We will also be 
launching a Brexit manifesto to highlight key priorities for the business 
community and set the Agenda ahead of the activation of Article 50.

PRICE PRESSURES & EXTERNAL FACTORS

TURNOVER

Balance
 1 Point


27%


68%


5%



The balance of firms looking to increase their 
workforce over the next 3 months fell 1 point in 
Q3 to 61, but stayed in line with recent trends. 

32% of firms reported an increase in their workforce, the same 
percentage as Q2, however 11% reported a decrease in Q3, compared to 
8% in Q2.  55% of firms attempted to recruit, but there were significant 
differences between the sectors.  61% of service firms attempted 
to recruit compared to only 35% of manufacturers.  Service firms 
were mainly recruiting for professional and managerial staff while 
manufacturers were recruiting for a range of categories.  Approximately 
60% of firms in each sector faced difficulties recruiting. 
  
Nationally, the employment rate remains strong.  Labour force figures for 
May-July 2016 stood at 74.5%, the joint highest rate since comparable 
records began in 1971.  The employment rate for the West Midlands in this 
period was slightly lower at 71.9%.

We would urge the Government to have ensuring access to talent front of 
mind in their Brexit negotiations and, in the interim, provide reassurances 
on the long term residence rights of EU nationals already in the UK.

WORKFORCE & RECRUITMENT

WORKFORCE

Balance
 1 Point


32%


56%


11%

The export demand balance rose by 1 point 
in Q3 2016.  55% of firms reported constant 
export sales, compared to 43% in Q2.

The picture was however markedly different between local manufacturing 
and service firms.  While export sales improved for local manufacturers, 
the service sector experienced a notable fall.  23% of service firms 
reported a decrease in Q3 compared to 12% in Q2.  Export sales forecasts 
also improved for manufacturers while falling for service firms (but to a 
lesser extent for both sectors).  Overall the export sales forecast balance 
remained the same at 56.  

The depreciation of sterling post-referendum has clearly benefitted local 
exporting manufacturers.  For firms reliant on imports however, this is 
also a clear disadvantage.  The noticeable change in exchange rates has 
unsurprisingly led to exchange rates becoming more of a concern to 
businesses in Q3.  

In order to further improve the high quality support the Chambers offer 
firms looking to export or grow their international reach, the GBCC have 
launched the Greater Birmingham International Business Hub. More 
information can be found on the GBCC website. 
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Business investment fell in Q3, countering 
a recent upwards trend over the past four 
quarters. Business confidence remains resilient. 

The balance for Capex investment fell to 52 in Q3 from 58 in Q2.  16% of 
firms stated they increased investment in Q3 compared to 24% in Q2.  
Similarly, the balance for Training investment also fell from 61 in Q2 to 57 
in Q3.  Both sectors followed this trend.  

Given the uncertainty in the business climate, it is not surprising that 
investment intentions have fallen in the short term.  While one quarter’s 
results are not immediate cause for concern we will look to see if this is 
replicated in future Quarterly Business Reports.   

Though businesses have put investment on hold, confidence has not 
faltered in Q3.  There was marginal or little change in Q3 in turnover and 
profitability expectations.  The majority of firms still expect turnover and 
profitability to rise in the next 12 months, at 61% and 54% respectively.

BUSINESS INVESTMENT & BUSINESS CONFIDENCE

CAPEX

Balance
 6 Points


16%


72%


12%
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Chamber Comment 

The economy continues to outperform many  
pre-referendum predictions.

Business confidence, recruitment intentions and advance orders have 
held up well this quarter although sales, cash-flow and future investment 
plans faced a dip. Recruitment difficulties remain an on-going challenge. 
Over half of respondents attempted to recruit this quarter but 60% of 
them reported recruitment difficulties. With unemployment at record 
lows nationally (although still above average in the region) businesses 
are in increasing competition for talent. 

National data such as the Market/CIPS UK Purchasing Managers Indexes 
also indicates that businesses are well on their way to recovering 
from the initial impact of the referendum result. Although, given the 
current disconnect between the rising costs of imports and CPI and RPI 
inflation, we may yet see further impact from the depreciated sterling on 
costs for businesses and consumers. 

Overall it is good to see business confidence remain resilient as we await 
the eventual activation of Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty. We continue 
to inform businesses about the latest trends and opportunities through 
our “This Week in Brexit” blog posts, briefing papers and events on 
topics as diverse as HS2 supply chain opportunities and export support.



Quarterly Business Report 
If you have any futher questions on the report please contact on 0121 
607 1898 or h.brealey@birmingham-chamber.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 more than 2,500 member companies 
covering six geographic areas across the region (Birmingham, Burton, Chase, Lichfield and 
Tamworth, Solihull and Sutton Coldfield) and three themed divisions (Asian Business Chamber 
of Commerce, Future Faces, and the British American Business Council.)

Members range from young professionals to SMEs and large, high profile organisations, 
including 36 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 

www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com
@GrBhamChambers
#GBCCQBR


