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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.
What follows is a summary version of the full Birmingham Economic Review 2019.
The full-length publication can be found on the Greater Birmingham Chambers of
Commerce website, or requested using the contact details at the end of this
document. Data and commentary were correct at the time of publishing: October
2019.
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Creating a Workforce Fit for Tomorrow
One of the key challenges in maintaining the momentum of economic growth in
Birmingham is ensuring that this growth is inclusive, and its benefits accessible to
every facet of the population.
Birmingham’s working-age population struggles with relatively low levels of
employment, and high levels of unemployment concentrated in the inner city and
some deprived outer city estates. The prevalence of low pay is a critical issue and
deprivation is linked to serious public health concerns.
However, the city has world-class universities and further education colleges,
which are contributing to narrowing qualification gaps, and the diversity of
Birmingham’s resident population provides a unique and valuable diversity of
perspective and thought which many stakeholders and businesses are actively
working to fully harness.

Population & Employment

The latest data available for mid-2018 estimated the total population of
Birmingham as 1,141,374. Birmingham is the largest Local Authority area and city in
the UK outside of London. The population of Birmingham has been rising steadily
since 2001, with a 15.9% increase between 2001 and 2018. This growth in the total
population of Birmingham is higher than Sheffield (13.5%), Newcastle (12.8%),
Liverpool (12.0%) and Leeds (10.3%), but lower than Manchester, which has seen
an increase of 29.5% in its population over the same period. Population growth is
one of the key drivers of the economy, especially the working-age population of a
city.

Figure 1 Population Change Over Time

Population of six Core Cities, 2001-2018
1,200,000
1,000,000
800,000
600,000
400,000
200,000
0

Newcastle upon Tyne

Manchester

Liverpool

Sheffield

Leeds

Birmingham

Source: ONS Crown Copyright, Mid-year Population Estimates

The proportion of Birmingham’s population aged 18-24 has increased over the last
decade, partly due to the growth of the city’s three largest universities. This
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makes the city one of the youngest major cities in Europe, with under 25’s
accounting for 37.6% of Birmingham’s total population in 2018. Figure 4 shows the
distribution of the population of Birmingham for all ages for males and females.

Figure 2 Birmingham Population Pyramid, mid-2018

Source: ONS Crown Copyright, Mid-year Population Estimates

A number of datasets provide information about Birmingham’s economic
performance, including levels of employment, self-employment, unemployment,
and overall economic activity. Much of this data comes from the Annual
Population Survey.
The Annual Population Survey (Table 2) estimates that 70.8% of those aged 16-64
in Birmingham were economically active in the period Jan-Dec 2018 - this has
been increasing in recent years but is still well below the percentage for Great
Britain at 78.5%.
Overall, Birmingham’s working age population that is economically active has
relatively low rates of employment and high levels of unemployment,
concentrated in the inner city and some deprived outer city estates.
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Table 1 Economic Activity (Jan - Dec 2018), aged 16-64

Birmingham
(numbers)

Birmingham
(%)

Great Britain
(%)

Economically Active

516,200

70.8

78.5

Employment Rate

475,900

65.3

75.0

Employees

417,500

57.3

64.3

Self-employed

57,800

7.9

10.6

Unemployed

40,400

7.8

4.3

JSA claimants Jan
2019

9,900

1.4

0.6

Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey

Table 1 shows that Birmingham’s employment rate is estimated at 65.3% for 2018,
well below the national rate of 75.0%. Birmingham’s unemployment rate also
remains high at 7.8% for those aged 16-64 in Birmingham, this is almost double
the national rate of 4.3%.
Unemployment has been a major issue in the city since the decline of its
traditional manufacturing base in the 1970s. Unemployment also increased rapidly
in the city during the recession of 2007-08, resulting in the highest levels of
unemployment for over a decade. At 1.4%, the JSA claimant count is also
significantly higher than the national average, which stood at 0.6% for January
2019.
Self-employment stands at 7.9% of working age adults, below the national level
for Great Britain for 2018 at 10.6%.

4

Table 2 Economic Inactivity (Jan – Dec 2018), aged 16-64

Birmingham
(Number)

Birmingham
(%)

Great Britain
(%)

Total economically
inactive

212,800

29.2

21.5

Student

82,800

38.9

26.9

Looking after family/
home

58,200

27.3

23.6

Temporary Sick

2,400

1.1

1.9

Long Term Sick

33,300

15.6

22.7

Discouraged

-

-

0.4

Retired

13,600

6.4

13.2

Other

22,100

10.4

11.3

Wants A Job

33,500

15.7

20.8

Does Not Want A Job

179,500

84.4

79.2

Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey

At 29.2%, Birmingham had a much higher proportion of economically inactive
residents in 2018 compared to the national figure of 21.5% (Table 2). However, of
these over a third (38.9%) are students. The proportion of students is higher than
the national figure (27.0%) and should be viewed as a positive contribution to the
city. Removing students from the data would remove much of the disparity in
economic inactivity between local and national figures. Another major group
falling under those who are economically inactive in the city include those who
are looking after their home and family (27.3%) - a decrease from 27.9% the
previous year but still higher than the national average at 23.6% for 2018.
Furthermore, of those who are economically inactive, 15.6% are classified as being
long-term sick and 6.4% are retired, both falling below the national averages of
22.7% and 13.2% respectively.
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Figure 3 Employment, Unemployment and Economic Inactivity, Birmingham, 2004-2017
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Share of Employment by Occupation, Ethnicity & Gender

Looking at employment by occupational group according to the Standard
Occupational Classification in Table 3 shows that ‘Professional Occupations’
(21.2%) and ‘Elementary Occupations’ (12.7%) are the biggest employing
occupational groups in 2018. The former is a highly skilled profession whilst the
latter is a low skilled profession, highlighting polarisation in the local labour
market in Birmingham.

Table 3 Employment by Occupation (%), Birmingham, 2014-2018

SOC2010 Occupation/year

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

1: Managers, directors and senior officials

6.0

8.0

7.3

9.5

8.1

2: Professional occupations

19.2

20.6

20.9

19.2

21.2

3: Associate prof & tech occupations

12.7

13.8

14.3

13.0

13.6

4: Administrative and secretarial occupations

10.9

9.6

10.4

10.1

8.9

5: Skilled trades occupations

9.3

9.6

7.8

8.9

8.0

6: Caring, leisure and other service occupations 10.6

10.2

8.7

8.2

9.5

7: Sales and customer service occupations

8.9

7.3

7.6

8.1

8.0

8: Process, plant and machine operatives

9.0

8.4

9.2

8.7

9.8

9: Elementary occupations

12.4

12.2

13.5

13.5

12.7

Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey
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Figure 4 Employment by Occupation (%), Birmingham, 2013-2017
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In the 2011 Census, 238,313 of Birmingham’s residents were born outside the UK.
Of these, around 45% arrived between 2001-2011. The largest ethnic group was
White British at 570,217 (53.1%). This is down from 2001 (65.6%) and lower than
the average for England (79.8%). Other large groups include Pakistani (13.5%) and
Indian (6.0%) that increased in percentage terms between 2011-2001, while the
proportion of people defining themselves as Black Caribbean (4.4%) declined.
Birmingham’s working age population is significantly more ethnically diverse than
the country as a whole. According to the latest data from the Annual Population
Survey, 40.2% Birmingham’s population is non-white, making the city the most
diverse of all the English core cities.
The city is home to large, established communities from the Asian sub-continent
and the Caribbean. However, more recent migration has been much more varied,
with people arriving to the city from a larger number of countries and with
differing ethnicities, labour market statuses, immigration statuses, and often with
little prior connection to the city. EU migration has brought large numbers of
migrants to the city, particularly from Poland and Romania. Together with the
indigenous population, these migrants have created the highly diverse population
of Birmingham.
Figure 7 shows that employment rates vary widely among different groups. The
white group has the highest employment rate (71.9%), overtaking the employment
rate for the Indian group, which decreased significantly from a peak of 73.9% in
2016 to 64.8% in 2017 and 60.6% in 2018. According to the Annual Population
Survey, employment within the Indian group has fluctuated significantly since
2014. The Pakistani/Bangladeshi group had the lowest employment level (52.0%)
in 2018, which despite having increased since 2011 has remained consistently
lower than all other ethnic groups over this period.
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Figure 5 Employment Rate by Ethnic Group, Birmingham, 2011-2018
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Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey

A significant factor in the low employment rate for the Pakistani/Bangladeshi
group is the very low employment rate for women (Figure 9), which although
improving compared to previous years, remained very low at 35.0% in 2018.
However, it is important to note that this figure does not take into account
informal work.
Figure 6 Male Employment Rate by Ethnic Group, Birmingham, 2011-2018
90
aged 16-64 employment
rate - white males

80
70
60

aged 16-64 employment
rate for Indian males

50
40

aged 16-64 employment
rate for
Pakistani/Bangladeshi males

30
20

aged 16-64 employment
rate for Black or Black
British males

10
0
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey

8

Figure 7 Female Employment Rate by Ethnic Group, Birmingham, 2011-2018
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Despite low labour market participation rates among some ethnic groups causing
considerable economic challenges, the ethnic make-up of the city has advantages
and presents unique opportunities. Birmingham has long been associated with
ethnic entrepreneurship amongst groups such as South Asians. Some highly
successful business ventures have been born out of migrant businesses such as
East End Foods, one of the UK’s leading spice, lentil and rice specialists, with an
annual turnover in excess of £180m. KTC, Awan Marketing and Euro Packaging are
also great examples of successful enterprises, and the South Asian community has
produced many thriving microbusinesses. Birmingham’s curry industry can also be
attributed to South Asian migrant businesses. In April 2016, Sparkhill was named
the independent shopping capital of Britain with around 95% of shops in the area
owned by independent retailers; highlighting the entrepreneurial spirit within the
community.
More recently arrived groups in the city have also set up businesses with a strong
Polish business community now developing through Polish delicatessens,
construction companies and more professional services, such as recruitment
agencies. Many of these businesses trade across the EU.
There has been some good progress recently, especially amongst the South Asian
community, with a strong number of start-up enterprises coming from ethnic
minority communities. Nevertheless, there is still work to be done to ensure that
these businesses have access to the support they need in order to grow and
thrive.
Inclusive growth is a priority for local stakeholders and businesses. The WMCA
has recently launched an Inclusive Growth Unit, and its Leadership Commission
has stressed that the leadership of organisations needs to better reflect the
diverse nature of the West Midlands. The Asian Business Chamber of Commerce
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(part of the GBCC) are currently piloting a unique, action-orientated campaign,
Diversity in Leadership, which is working with some of the regions’ biggest
employers to address the underrepresentation of women, LGBT, disabled, black,
Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) communities on boards of directors and in
leadership roles.
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Industry Insight
Andy Dawson, Director and Co-Founder, Curium Solutions
As part of this year’s Birmingham Economic Review,
Curium Solutions’ director and co-founder Andy Dawson
argues that leadership and unlocking potential are
critical to creating a workforce fit for tomorrow.
Every summer, the clever folk at the University of
Birmingham’s City-REDI and the Greater Birmingham
Chambers of Commerce gather data from the region,
crunch the numbers and make sense of where we are
heading, economically speaking.
Every autumn, they share their findings and, depending
whether you are a glass half-full or empty type, you can either see challenging
times ahead or opportunities ripe for the picking.
GVA per head in the Midlands is one of the lowest in the country, 16% of our
population has no qualifications, and our unemployment rate is more than 5.1%
(3.9 for the UK overall). We have the highest gender earning gap of the UK’s 12
region and more than half of women in the West Midlands work in lower-paying
sectors.
At Curium, we’re glass half-full types. Whilst there are challenges in our city and
region, we see great opportunities ahead and we are working as part of a wider
community to find solutions.
Positive change is happening. In Andy Street, we have a mayor talking up the
region. We have a powerful force in the Greater Birmingham Chamber of
Commerce, while HS2 and the Commonwealth Games are inspiring capital
investment, civic pride and confidence.
Construction is often considered a sign of economic health. This year, Deloitte’s
Crane Survey showed Birmingham to be in good health, with city centre
residential development at an all-time high, office development exceeding 1.4
million sq. ft and student accommodation reaching its highest ever level
with 2,667 units under construction.
With the physical fabric of the city making progress, what about the people who
work in it? I have been asked for my / Curium’s view on creating a workforce fit
for tomorrow. For me, it starts with leadership.

Leadership

There are many ways of being a successful leader. Look at some of our local
success stories: Gymshark, Homeserve, HSBC and JLR. Personal styles differ, as
do organisations, but these leaders all share the ability to communicate a vision
and inspire their teams to make it happen. They demonstrate resilience and
adaptability and, importantly, they take people with them.
We are proud to support the GBCC’s Growth Through People initiative. Few
things impact business growth as much as the ways in which an organisation
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leads and manages its people. However, too often the ‘day job’ comes at the cost
of personal and professional development, for leaders and employees alike.
The GBCC survey revealed that while many believe that investment in leadership
and people has a positive impact on productivity, few are convinced that their
organisation has a clear strategy or support for improving leadership capability.
‘Lack of time’ is the biggest barrier.
While we occasionally come across this, our experience is that organisations are
investing in leadership development. Our Voyage Leaders™ programme, which
takes participants through six core leadership journeys, is empowering leaders to
make and take time for their own development; giving them the skills and
mindsets they need to succeed.
We have also partnered with TheBusinessDesk.com to introduce the West
Midlands Leadership Awards. These awards celebrate the leaders and
organisations in our region who set the pace, whether in accelerating change,
improving inclusion, or creating disruption. The entries show that there is no
shortage of examples of great leadership.

Diversity and inclusion

Inclusive leadership is a major development. A more diverse team improves
financial performance. Companies in the top-quartile for ethnic and cultural
diversity on executive teams are 33% more likely to have industry-leading
profitability; 21% for gender diversity.
Creating opportunities to maximise all talent is essential, especially in a city that is
more ethnically diverse than London and the youngest major city in Europe.
More than a year ago, the West Midlands Combined Authority’s Leadership
Commission published its ‘Leaders Like You’ report. It revealed a significant
leadership diversity gap, which, despite some progress, remains much in evidence.
We conducted our own research into leadership characteristics and discovered
that while organisations are focused on characteristics like race, gender and
disability, few understand and empower diversity of thinking and behaviour.
Successful leaders will harness the power of that diversity. Here are some tips:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Use a diagnostic tool to discover the preferences within your teams and
firms – a team that appears diverse is still capable of ‘group think’
Set the tone from the top – inclusion has to be a priority for an
organisation’s leaders; something they champion and support
Experiment and explore – you won’t always get it right but be open to
trying something new or different
Empower others – create a culture of psychological safety in which people
feel empowered to challenge and create
Trust the intention – you and others might make mistakes, but make it safe
to do so
Make your communication more impactful by appealing to all styles and
preferences
Shift mindsets by promoting the positive impact difference and diversity
have on achieving results
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This cannot wait. Employees, customers, markets, ideas and cultures are all
diverse. Inclusive leaders embrace this diversity, harnessing different perspectives,
experiences and ways of thinking to ensure their organisations and their
employees thrive.

Digital and data

Finally, look at the world we live in. Just over 10 years ago, nobody had heard of
an iPhone. Now we can barely function without them. Algorithms know more
about us than our friends do. Data and disruption are the words of our age. AI,
robotics and automation are no longer the stuff of science fiction; they’re a
business fact.
Any company not looking ahead will find itself outpaced, outdated and out of
business. We have smart phones, smart homes, smart vehicles, but do we have
smart people?
The 2019 TechNation report paints a positive picture of the Midlands. We have
more than 20,000 digi tech businesses and 117,000 people employed in the
sector. That’s a good start but we also know we have a skills gap. In the UK, we
are on course to have a million tech jobs by 2020 that we cannot fill.
It is important that organisations take advantage of the opportunities offered by
technology. It is equally important that the workforce has new skills, so the
economy can grow, and no one gets left behind. Without some serious
intervention, that skills gap will keep getting bigger.
In my view, we already have a workforce fit for tomorrow; we just need to unlock
its potential. We need to empower our workforce with the right capabilities, skills
and mindsets for new ways of working. And that, as I said at the start of this
article, begins with leadership.
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Skills

The skill levels of the resident population have a strong bearing on both the
prosperity of the workforce and the competitiveness, productivity and
performance of the Birmingham economy. With the current trend of more jobs in
professional and technical occupations, the ability to take part and compete in the
labour market is increasingly dependent on skill levels and qualifications attained.
The skills profile of the city’s residents has been a cause of concern for some time,
with Birmingham residents less likely to have high-level qualifications and more
likely to have low or no qualifications than residents of other major cities and the
national average.
Table 4 Qualifications (%), 2018

NVQ4+

NVQ3+

NVQ2+

NVQ1+

Other
Quals

No Quals

Birmingham

33.2

52.2

68.3

79.4

8.6

12.0

Liverpool

37.5

56.1

74.3

82.3

7.2

10.6

Manchester

44.1

60.4

72.7

81.9

7.6

10.5

Newcastle

40.5

61.3

78.3

86.0

4.1

9.9

Leeds

38.2

58.2

76.0

87.7

5.4

6.9

Sheffield

44.1

66.1

79.0

87.9

5.8

6.3

England

39.0

57.5

75.0

85.6

6.8

7.6

Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey

Figure 8 Qualifications (% of 16-64 year olds), 2018
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Data from the 2018 Annual Population Survey, presented in Table 5 and Figure 10,
shows that 33.2% of Birmingham’s working-age population have a degree or
higher level qualification. This is well below the national average which stood at
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39.0% for 2018. There has, however, been an increase in the proportion of
residents in the city with degrees since 2005, and this rate continues to grow. In
2017, 31.4% of Birmingham’s residents had a degree or higher level qualification.
When using a broader measure of the skill level of a workforce, using the
proportion qualified to NVQ3 and above (often used as the definition of a ‘world
class’ workforce), Birmingham underperforms the national average. Only 52.2% of
the workforce is educated to this level, compared to 57.7% nationally.
A similar picture also exists at the other end of the skills spectrum. Birmingham
has a high proportion of its working-age population with no formal qualifications
(12.0%). This proportion is significantly above the nation as a whole (7.6%),
although this percentage has fallen from 14.2% in 2016 and 12.6% in 2017. This
could be partly due to Birmingham’s large non-white population whereby
qualifications obtained outside the UK are not being recognised. This skills
shortage is a contributing factor to Birmingham’s low proportion of employed
residents, and associated high claimant and unemployment rates.
Birmingham has five core universities – the University of Birmingham, Aston
University, Birmingham City University, University College Birmingham and
Newman University. The five institutions vary both in size and in the balance of
postgraduates and undergraduates. The University of Birmingham is the largest of
the city’s universities with approximately 29,000 students - 70% of these are
undergraduates and 30% are postgraduates.
Graduate retention is an important factor in improving the skill base of the
resident population, and the high proportion of overseas students in the city may
impact on this. In total, 40.4% of graduates from a Birmingham institution were
working in the West Midlands six months after graduation. This figure is higher for
the University of Birmingham, with 48% of its students remaining in the region
after graduating in 2014/15.

Qualifications Gap

The high proportion of Birmingham’s working-age population with no formal
qualifications, its low proportion of employed residents, and its associated high
claimant and unemployment rates raises concerns of a skills gap in the city.
Calculating the supply of skills by NVQ level in Birmingham from ONS data (20042014) and using working age population forecasts (minus economically inactive)
gives the absolute number of people with specific NVQ levels. Using Oxford
Economics occupation demand (2016-2020) NVQ demand in the city can be
assumed. NVQ supply and demand can then be compared.
Due to changes in employment and sectoral growth, the findings suggest that
Birmingham currently needs 68,331 more residents with NVQ Level 4+
qualifications and 5,988 more residents with NVQ Level 3+ qualifications to fill
current skills gaps. In 2016, the NVQ Level 4 skills shortage was 70,938, compared
with a shortage of 7,725 residents with NVQ Level 3 qualifications. This decline
over the past year indicates a relatively positive outlook since the qualifications
gap seems to follow a declining sectoral trend.
The city also has a shortage of residents qualified at NVQ Levels 2 and 1. Such a
deficit in skills, particularly at NVQ Levels 2 and 1 significantly constrains
Birmingham’s growth potential. To create a high skills equilibrium and raise
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productivity levels, a special focus on increasing skills at NVQ Level 2 seems to be
crucial.

Apprenticeships

In April 2017, central government introduced the Apprenticeship Levy, a levy on
employers in the UK to fund new apprenticeships. The levy is charged at a rate of
0.5% for employers with a paybill of over £3 million per annum.
Latest data on apprenticeships shows that there were 10,860 apprenticeship
start-ups in Birmingham in 2016/17, an increase from the previous year. During this
same period, regional and national apprenticeship start-ups decreased.
Table 5 Apprenticeship Starts

Birmingham
West
Midlands
England

2012/13
10,950
62,430

2013/14
9,310
52,410

2014/15
11,470
61,240

2015/16
10,620
60,910

2016/17
10,860
60,330

2017/18
6,800
42,650

504,200

434,600

494,200

503,900

489,100

375,760

Source: Department for Education

Apprenticeship policy is a devolved policy. It is the responsibility of each local
government to manage their own apprenticeship programme and decide how
funding is spent. It is therefore important that Birmingham knows ‘what works’
when it comes to setting their local apprenticeship programme. The What Works
Centre have devised an apprenticeship toolkit that local authorities can use to
support their decision making.
Figure 9 Apprenticeship Toolkit Overview

Source: What Works Centre
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Expert Comment
Professor Anne Green, Professor of Regional Economic Development, CityREDI, University of Birmingham and
Dr Abigail Taylor, Policy and Data Analyst, City-REDI, University of
Birmingham
In the context of a changing
labour market there is ongoing
concern about a decline in
employer investment in
training in England. In part to
redress this trend, the
Government set a target of 3
million new apprenticeship
starts between 2015 and 2020
and in 2017 introduced an
Apprenticeship Levy for
employers with a pay bill in
excess of £3 million, with the aim of increasing the quantity of apprenticeships
and enhancing their quality. Related reforms include rationalisation of the range of
apprenticeships available and the development of apprenticeship standards in
consultation with employers to replace qualification-focused apprenticeship
frameworks.
Apprenticeships are paid jobs incorporating on- and off-the-job training. Although
apprenticeships are often thought of as a route into employment for young
people, they are in fact diverse, with workers over 25 years accounting for nearly
half of apprenticeships. They are intended to equip individuals with the necessary
skills, knowledge and behaviour needed for specific job roles, and for future
employment and in-work progression across a range of sectors. They can be
studied at a range of different levels – from Intermediate (Level 2: equivalent to 5
GCSE passes), through Advanced (Level 3: equivalent to 2 A level passes) and
Higher (Foundation degree or above) to Degree level.
By comparison with countries such as Germany, the apprenticeship system in
England is relatively underdeveloped. It is also distinctive in international
comparative terms in that in England apprenticeships are typically shorter, include
less general education, are more likely to be taken by incumbent workers than
new entrants, are less likely to be focused on craft-based skills and have less
emphasis on employer-provided training in the workplace.
Taking a central position in debates on skills, apprenticeships have been heralded
as a solution for youth unemployment and as a means to improve lifelong learning
pathways so facilitating progression. They have been proclaimed as a means of
providing vocational skills needed by employers and as an element in solving the
productivity puzzle.
Yet apprenticeship starts have fallen since the introduction of the Apprenticeship
Levy – both nationally and in Birmingham, although there is some evidence that
the trend is now stabilising. There is ongoing debate regarding the extent to
which this reduction is symptomatic of employers getting used to the complexity
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of a new system, or whether it signals a more fundamental flaw with the Levy. The
decrease in starts has been particularly pronounced amongst lower-level
apprenticeships amongst workers aged over 25 years, whereas those at higher
levels have risen, indicating that rebalancing has been in the intended direction of
enhanced quality.
Recent employer interviews with Levy payers in the West Midlands highlight the
operational difficulties faced as the new system bedded in, resulting in Levy
underspend in some instances. Employer interviews also point to how, in some
businesses, the advent of the Levy has ‘propelled training’ into the minds of senior
managers outside of HR, and has increased the appetite for staff training that can
be funded through apprenticeships. Some employers have looked to address skill
shortages and succession planning by looking at upskilling existing staff, and as a
result new progression routes for workers have opened up. The interviews also
underscore the growing popularity of degree apprenticeships. Nonetheless, they
also raise concerns that the introduction of the levy has disrupted existing
apprenticeship routes with local Further Education colleges for SMEs who are not
required to pay the levy.
Uniquely in the West Midlands the Combined Authority under powers from its
Skills Deal has set up an Apprenticeship Levy Transfer Fund, into which large
employers can transfer unspent levy. This fund is being used to cover 100% of the
training costs of apprentices in small- and medium-sized businesses in the region.
Looking ahead, some commentators argue that with the shift to higher level
programmes and training focusing on established workers the funding system
needs to adjust to favour young people and new starters. By contrast, others
suggest that the existing levy should be reformed into a broader Training Levy,
including other forms of accredited training, aligned to local sector priorities. In
both instances employer engagement in the skills system is crucial. Examination
of international skills systems emphasises the importance of developing strong
relationships between employers and other actors in the skills system such as
universities and schools if high take-up of apprenticeships is to be achieved.
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Expert Comment
Professor Anne Green, Professor of Regional Economic Development, CityREDI, University of Birmingham and
Dr Abigail Taylor, Policy and Data Analyst, City-REDI, University of
Birmingham
Over the last twenty years
there has been concern about
the ‘digital divide’ and
associated inequalities in
access to opportunities,
knowledge, goods and
services. People who do not
engage effectively with the
digital world are at risk of
exclusion, both socially and
economically. Digital
engagement is about: (1) access to computers, smartphones and an internet
connection; (2) digital skills to use such devices; and (3) how people deploy those
skills in a positive and effective way.
As the number of non-users of the internet has declined over time concerns over
access have diminished. In the West Midlands 22 per cent of adults were defined
by the Office for National Statistics in 2012 as non-internet users. This proportion
had declined to 11 per cent in 2018. Yet as access to digital devices has become
ever more integrated into everyday living these people remain at risk of exclusion.
There is increasing policy interest in ensuring that the population is equipped with
at least basic digital skills. These comprise managing information (e.g. using a
website to search for information), communicating (e.g. sending a message via
email), transacting online (e.g. buying services from a website), problem solving
(e.g. verifying sources of information online or solving a problem with a device or
digital service using online help), and creating content (e.g. completing an online
application form). Importantly these skills are not only concerned with technical
aspects of using devices, but also about filtering, using and generating
information. Acquisition of basic digital skills people can provide a gateway to
benefits (in an era of ‘digital by default’ services), e-learning, careers information,
job vacancies, employment and higher earnings. Recent research shows that
overall roles requiring digital skills pay 29 per cent more than roles that do not,
with the differential being greatest at higher skill levels. This earnings differential
is indicative of digital skills being one of three key skills contributing most to skills
gaps in the UK according to the 2017 Employer Skills Survey, at a time when
digital skills are increasing only slowly. In the West Midlands, the proportion of
the population with the five basic digital skills in 2018 was 76 per cent compared
with the UK average of 79 per cent.
Beyond this threshold level of basic digital skills the Industrial Strategy identified
Artificial Intelligence (AI) and data. They are transforming business models across
many sectors and are also seen as new industries in their own right. As a result
there are likely to be job losses in occupations where digital skills are used to
undertake routine tasks. Conversely there is a projected increase in occupations
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where digital skills are used creatively, to foster innovation, raise productivity and
solve problems.
Business surveys highlight the ever increasing speed of technological change. This
means digital skills requirements will change over time, making it difficult to make
a clear distinction between essential and specialised digital skills, especially as the
latter may be context-specific. It also highlights the importance of ongoing
reskilling, which will increasingly involve e-learning – in turn requiring possession
of a threshold of digital skills. In the West Midlands the Digital Skills Partnership,
bringing together tech firms, businesses, universities, colleges and training
providers is working to improve local people’s skills and qualifications.
Overall, the picture is one of firms in many sectors facing difficulties in recruiting
people with digital, analytical and programming skills, especially in combination
with a range of other skills: it is not digital skills in isolation that are important, but
the way the way that they are an integral component of a broader skills mix.
Evidence suggests that a mix of digital skills in combination with managerial and
leadership skills will be increasingly important. This in turn has implications for
innovation, which is intertwined with a growing need for digital skills. In some
instances recruitment difficulties are due to national skill shortages. Retention is
an issue too. Research with firms in the Professional and Business Services sector
in Birmingham highlights difficulties in retaining sought-after skills, with poaching
from inside and outside the sector. This reflects the mobility of ‘top talent’ across
sectors and underscores the importance of the ‘total employment offer’ and
quality of life in Birmingham in attracting and retaining such workers.
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Industry Insight
Mike Hopkins, Principal, South and City College Birmingham
Birmingham has a high proportion of unskilled and low
skilled workers and, at the same time, a significant skills
gap in a number of industries. In addition, many young
people are leaving school with no qualifications, adding to
the pool of unskilled workers every year. Further, there are
language difficulties across many new communities,
creating geographical hotspots across different parts of
the city and inhibiting employability. The challenges we
face are upskilling the population and closing this skills
gap so the city can prosper and we can meet the demand
for skilled workers that employers need.
Colleges have an exemplary track record of addressing these issues. Every year,
we take thousands of school leavers, many with few or no GCSEs and give them
an opportunity to achieve their qualifications and meet the needs of employers, in
an environment where they are treated as adults but given the support that young
people need. Many of our students thrive in that environment and they progress
onto higher level qualifications which lead to sustainable jobs and university. We
are keen to provide pathways to university and employment for all of our
students, regardless of their starting point. A good example is our Foundation
Degree in Engineering which allows students who study vocational qualifications
to progress into the final year of an academic degree with University of
Birmingham.
Colleges also help adult students begin or return to education at any age. Some
join us on vocational courses leading to employment, others use our ‘Access to
University’ courses as a stepping stone to university, both groups realising that it’s
never too late to learn. At South and City College Birmingham, the largest cohort
of adult students is on English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) courses,
where we’re one of the biggest providers in the country. We work on restoring
their confidence so they can progress onto our vocational courses and eventually
enter employment. Importantly, without English most unemployed people are
unemployable.
We also work with young people who are not engaged in education, training or
employment to get them back on the right path. For example, our new 12-week
‘Ignite’ programme has been designed for this very purpose – it is focused on
working with the Job Centre Plus to identify young people aged 18-24, engaging
and mentoring them, finding areas of potential interest and employment, linking
them up with employers and giving them basic skills requirements in terms of
work ethics, life skills and employability and finally, matching them with job
opportunities with employers.
On the other side of the coin, colleges also work with employers to design training
programmes and courses that, on completion, can lead to employment in that
sector. For example, at South and City College Birmingham, we have successfully
developed training programmes for National Express, Worcester Bosch,
Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health Foundation Trust and many more. There
are some excellent examples of joined-up working between the college, Jobcentre
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Plus and employers where the long-term unemployed are given specific jobrelated training required by employers to enable them to go back to work.
Further, we work with employers to recruit and train apprentices, which is proving
a popular route for employers as it allows them to grow a skill base that is
matched to their business needs. Some employers also choose to offer
apprenticeships to their existing staff as a way of improving their training, whilst
others upskill their workforce with other higher level qualifications. Both of these
routes are a good way to improve productivity and we have been working with
the West Midlands Combined Authority to access funding which allows us to use
innovation and flexibility to train and upskill Birmingham’s workforce.
All this good work happens against the background of inadequate funding which
has decreased by 30% in real terms, in the last ten years. In addition, the funding
arrangements are inappropriate, inflexible and based on long qualifications.
Changes to apprenticeships, which despite supposedly being industry led, are not
meeting needs of various sectors. Furthermore, there is a significant lack of
communication, coordination and support from other public sector agencies, such
as local authorities and the health service. All this has led to a significant reduction
in the resources available for teaching and support in the sector. Many colleges
are facing financial challenges, which in turn means that we are less able to really
equip our people with the skills the country needs to secure prosperity post
Brexit. For our city and country to thrive, one thing is clear – the further education
sector needs sufficient funding to enable it to make a positive contribution to the
economy, our local people and our employers.
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Low Pay Sectors & Productivity

In the UK the prevalence of low pay is a critical issue, with research carried out by
the Social Mobility Commission in 2017 finding that a low pay culture is trapping
people in low-paid and often part-time work. Low-wage sectors contribute to the
productivity gap between the UK and other comparable countries, and there is
increasing recognition that boosting productivity could reduce the number of
people in low-paid employment.
Recent research led by Professor Anne Green at City-REDI for the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation looks at the role that productivity plays in wage-setting in
low-pay sectors in the Greater Birmingham area 1. Whilst productivity has been
shown to be a major contributor towards economic prosperity and living
standards at the national level, a key finding of the study was that productivity
growth in isolation does not necessarily address the prevalence of low-paid work
at a local/regional level.
Policy recommendations for raising productivity include:
•
•
•

The debate on productivity needs to involve employers and employer
organisations for input in the suitability and utilisation of metrics for
measuring productivity.
Central government to use initiatives aimed at enhancing management
practices as a platform for setting in place business systems and
behaviours to enhance business performance.
Central government to consider new models locally and sectorally for coinvestment in skills that are aimed at raising productivity.

Consumer Price Index

CPI figures (including owner occupiers’ housing costs) released at the UK level
show that the 12-month inflation rate was 2.0% in July 2019, increasing from 1.9%
in June. According to ONS, games, toys and hobbies, accommodation services,
clothing and footwear, and other financial services have produced the largest
upward contribution to CPI over this period. However, these increases were offset
by a decrease in the cost of transport services and, to a lesser extent, from
domestic fuels (principally electricity and gas).

Gross Disposable Household Income

Gross Disposable Household Income (GDHI) is the amount of money that all of the
individuals in a household have available for spending or saving after income
distribution measures (for example, taxes, social contributions and benefits) have
taken effect. As can be seen in Table 6 below, in 2017 Birmingham had the second
lowest GDHI per head at current basic prices of the included comparator core
cities at £14,128. This, however, is an increase from the previous year when GDHI
per head was £13,984, and has been steadily rising since records began in 1997
(see Figure 10).

1
Green A., Sissons P., Qamar A. and Broughton K. (2018) Raising productivity in low-wage sectors and reducing
poverty, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, York.
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Table 6 GDHI per head at current basic prices (£)

2015

2016

2017

Tyneside

15,370

15,294

15,432

Manchester

13,196

13,220

13,355

Liverpool

14,595

14,518

14,557

Leeds

16,579

16,614

16,603

Sheffield

14,792

14,807

14,934

Birmingham

13,978

13,984

14,128

Source: ONS, Gross Disposable Household Income

Figure 10 GDHI per head at current basic prices (£), 1997-2017
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Gross Weekly Earnings

Median gross weekly pay for full-time workers living in Birmingham in 2018 was
£523.5, according to provisional ONS figures. This figure is only a slight increase
from the figure of £523 in 2017.
Median gross weekly pay for Birmingham’s full-time workplace population in 2018
was £584.1, higher than the median gross weekly pay for residents. This also
marks a rapid 5.4% rise since 2017. The difference between resident and
workplace earnings reflects Birmingham’s position as the regional capital, and the
large numbers of people who commute into the city to work in often highlyskilled, highly-paid jobs. This highlights that not all Birmingham residents are able
to access the better-paid jobs in the city.
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Table 7 Median gross weekly pay for full-time workers (£), Birmingham, 2013-2018

Resident

Workplace

2013

479.1

520.4

2014

479.1

504.3

2015

488.2

532.3

2016

495.0

543.9

2017

523.0

549.4

2018

532.5

584.1

Source: ONS, ASHE

Consumer Borrowing

Much of the growth in consumer spending has been predicated on a reliance on
household borrowing. Data from the House of Commons Library shows that UK
household debt has been increasing, to a peak of £1,785 billion in Q3 of 2018. 2 UK
household debt is high – higher than most developed nations, including France,
Spain, the US, Germany, Japan and Italy. However, Canada, Sweden, Australia and
the Netherlands all have higher rates of household debt. At 270.1%, Danish
household debt is almost double that of the UK and is the highest of the OECD
countries. Debt as proportion of household income has risen from 85% in 1997 to a
peak of 148% in early 2008. After falling to 127% in late 2015, the figure for
household debt has again been increasing, to 133% in Q3 of 2018. A rise in
consumer debt since 2016 was fuelled by a vote for Brexit, which caused a rise in
inflation at a time of weak wage growth.

Indices of Deprivation

The table below shows the West Midlands Combined Authorities Local
Authorities’ rank in both the 2015 and 2019 English Indices of Deprivation
datasets. With the exception of Cannock Chase, Coventry and Wolverhampton
whose rankings improved and Birmingham and Lichfield whose rankings stayed
the same, all of the Local Authorities within the WMCA 3 LEP area got worse
rankings in 2019 compared with 2015. Redditch’s ranking fell the most by 24
places whilst Wolverhampton’s ranking improved by 7 places and Coventry by 24
places.
Birmingham is the local authority with the worst rank of average score within the
WMCA 3 LEP area being ranked the 7th most deprived within England. The Black
Country LEP is ranked as the 3rd worst LEP in regards to the rank of average score
with only Liverpool City Region (ranked 1st) and Tees Valley (ranked 2nd) worse
compared to a ranking of 2nd in 2015.
Greater Birmingham and Solihull are ranked as the 5th worst LEP in regards to the
rank of average score compared to a ranking of 4th in 2015. Coventry and
Warwickshire LEP are ranked in 21st position in regards to the rank of average
score compared to a ranking of 17th in 2015.
2

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7584/CBP-7584.pdf
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It is important to note that by stating there are more ‘deprived’ areas, this does
not mean that that the West Midlands Combined Authority is getting more
deprived; it could mean that other areas are becoming more affluent. Levels of
deprivation are therefore relative to other LSOA’s/ Local Authorities / LEP’s in
England.

Table 8 WMCA Local Authorities’ ranks in the 2015 and 2019 English Indices of Deprivation

2015

2019

Change in
Rank

Birmingham

7th

7th

-

Bromsgrove

279th

268th

-11

Cannock Chase

133rd

134th

+1

Coventry

54th

78th

+24

Dudley

110th

91st

-19

East Staffordshire

152nd

147th

-5

Lichfield

247th

247th

-

North Warwickshire

190th

167th

-23

Nuneaton & Bedworth

111th

96th

-15

Redditch

131st

107th

-24

Rugby

240th

224th

-16

Sandwell

13th

12th

-1

Solihull

178th

171st

-7

Stratford-on-Avon

272nd

266th

-6

Tamworth

137th

126th

-11

Walsall

33rd

25th

-8

Warwick

267th

259th

-8

Wolverhampton

17th

24th

+7

Wyre Forest

119th

109th

-10

Local Authority*

WMCA Office for Data Analytics

*It should be noted that in 2015 there were 326 Local Authorities whilst in 2019
there are 317.
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Table 9 WMCA Local Enterprise Partnership’s ranks in the 2015 and 2019 English Indices of
Deprivation

Local Enterprise
Partnership

2015

2019

Change in
Rank

Black Country

2nd

3rd

+1

Coventry &
Warwickshire

17th

21st

+4

Greater Birmingham &
Solihull

4th

5th

+1

WMCA Office for Data Analytics

Public Health Indicators

Overall, the health of Birmingham residents is worse than average for England.
Current priorities for Birmingham include childhood obesity, reducing the number
of vulnerable children and adults, and homelessness (Public Health England, 2017).
According to Birmingham’s Health Profile Report 2019 (Birmingham City
Council) 3:
•

For the period 2014-16, average life expectancy for men in Birmingham was
77.2 years compared to the England-wide expectancy of 79.5 years. A
woman born in Birmingham can expect to live 81.9 years, compared to the
national figure of 83.1.

•

For the period 2013-15, life expectancy in the most deprived areas in
Birmingham was 10 years lower for men and 8 years lower for women than
in the least deprived areas.

•

From 2001 until 2011, life expectancy gradually increased. However, from
2011 there has been a slight decline.

•

For the period 2014-16, Birmingham had a considerably higher number of
deaths resulting from infant mortality, with almost twice as many instances
over this period (7.9 per 1,000) than the national average (3.9 per 1,000).
Moreover, this has increased slightly, from 7.5 per 1,000 in the period 20132015.

The data also shows that:
•

In 2017/18, the prevalence of obesity among children aged 10-11in
Birmingham was 25.5%, a slight increase from 25.2% in 2016/17. Moreover,
11.5% of children aged 4-5 are classified as obese.

•

Air pollution is second only to tobacco smoking in causing premature
deaths (before the age of 75) in Birmingham. High levels of air pollution in
the city cause heart disease and stroke, along with lung disease and lung
cancer.

3

Birmingham Health Profile Report 2019
https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/11845/birmingham_health_profile_2019.pdf
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Industry Insight
David Melbourne, Deputy Chief Executive, Birmingham Women’s and
Children’s NHS Foundation Trust
The National Health Service (NHS) is a much-loved
institution, yet despite being the UK’s largest employer
its contribution to the economy is often over-looked.
In my opinion, the case for the NHS is straightforward. It
offers a high standard of care for an ever-expanding
range of conditions; with care given on need, not on a
person’s ability to pay. It is also one of the world’s most
cost-effective health systems, directly contributing to the
success of the British economy. For example, in
Birmingham and Solihull alone, the NHS has a combined
annual revenue budget of over £3billion per annum, with
capital investment of over £100million planned in 2019/20.
I believe there are five key areas which highlight the impact of the NHS on our
local health economy.

1. Making sure our population is healthy

Historically the NHS has focused on being the solution to a problem. But the NHS
Five Year Forward View stated that ‘the future health of millions and the
economic prosperity of Britain depended on a radical upgrade in prevention and
public health.’
It is undeniable. The individual, social, and economic impacts of preventable ill
health are extensive. This has seen us at Birmingham Women’s and Children’s NHS
Foundation Trust adopt a ‘hospital without walls’ approach. One that has created
sustainable and self-replicating interventions, by positively enhancing
engagement with patients on health promotion issues such as obesity and mental
illness.

2. Research and innovation

The NHS is an institution where research and innovative thrives. Our world-class
research clinicians play a vital role in increasing our understanding of illnesses,
allowing us to develop better treatments and test new equipment to ultimately
improve and save lives on a regional, national and international scale.
Through Birmingham Health Partners (a partnership between us, University
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust (UHB) and University of Birmingham) we are
helping develop the life science sector within the region, attracting inward
investment as well as highly-skilled staff.
Similarly technology partnerships between the NHS and the private sector will
fundamentally change the way future healthcare is delivered, whether that’s earlywarning monitoring systems on our paediatric intensive care units, or the way in
which patients will access emergency care through a new digital platform being
developed at UHB.
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3. The NHS as a key contributor to local GDP

The NHS pound makes a significant contribution to the local economy with circa
60% of its revenue budget invested in staff, many of who live and spend their
salaries locally. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
recently highlighted the importance of health systems on economic performance
and how spending in the sector can help stabilise economies at times of crisis. The
Kings Fund also emphasised the role of the NHS as a key contributor to the
economy, stating an average multiplier effect of 3.6 times.

4. Investing in our healthcare infrastructure

With Birmingham’s focus on regeneration, and the upcoming spotlight the 2022
Commonwealth Games will shine on our city, more and more people are choosing
to live and work in Birmingham. The latest population figures support this, with
approx. 7,771 Londoners moving to Birmingham last year alone. This continued
migration will make the services offered by the NHS here in Birmingham even
more vital.
Last year’s opening of Waterfall House at our children’s hospital, our new
£37.5million clinical building, helped contribute to this regeneration. Not only has
it improved our longevity and added a state-of-the-art facility to our world-class
hospital, but this four-year-build is estimated to have had a multiplier effect of
between £62million and £70million, all of which was invested back into the local
economy.
Other Trusts are also contributing to this inward investment in infrastructure, with
UHB set to benefit from the Prime Minister’s recent announcement (August 2019)
of circa £90million for a new ambulatory care centre at its Heartlands Hospital
site.

5. Providing high quality care

The unique proposition of our Trust, being the first integrated women’s and
children’s hospitals in the UK, has allowed us to take a truly life-course approach
in terms of the services we offer. As such we have grown to be a multi-specialist,
multi-site, multi-sector Trust providing the highest quality of care.
But never one to rest on our laurels, we recognise that for us to have an even
stronger impact on our staff, patients and local economy we need to continue
developing partnerships with others, to deliver better outcomes for the
population we serve.
Whether that is through increased charitable partnerships, to allow us to improve
standards over and above what NHS funding alone can deliver, or by continuing
to enhance efficiencies across both of our hospitals.
It will be a challenge, but one that we’re up for, as working in partnership with
others will give us a greater voice in shaping the future of family-centred care.
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Industry Insight
Brian Hall, Chief Commercial Officer, BHSF
Life isn’t linear. Everything in the world is connected.
Every action has a reaction. Some of these are
immediately obvious, others are hidden from view and
never known. Film makers have explored this theme
frequently. Time travel films - as diverse as ‘Back to the
Future’ and ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’ - show just how much
impact one small change can make.
Just as our lives are shaped and influenced by a whole
host of different factors, the success of a business also
depends on just as many moving parts. Every employee
within an organisation has the power to make a
difference, even if it’s not visible in isolation. All actions affect others - radiating
outwards like ripples on a pond. The size of these ripples depend on the closeness
to impact, but they go far and wide. Companies have realised that positive impact
ripples through a business. That’s why they’re now willing to invest millions of
pounds to try and create healthier, happier workforces.
Where lots of these strategies falter is failing to consider employees’ lives outside
of the office walls. Employees don’t magically become different people when they
walk through the office door. Their worries and problems come with them, like
invisible weights they carry around. Most of the time these are light and
unnoticeable, but sometimes these can turn into shackles, restricting an
employee’s ability to perform. For employers, it’s important not to ignore these
weights, but acknowledge their existence and offer help to lighten the load.
Take the example of poor mental health. A study from the Royal College of
Psychiatrists found that half of UK adults with problem debt were also living with
mental illness. 4 Worrying about money can lead to mental health issues, and
suffering with poor mental health can then make managing finances more difficult.
In order to escape from this cycle, both factors need to be addressed. Employees
who find themselves in this position need their employer to look at the full picture
and provide support for both issues.
We know from our own mental health report 5 that most employees are still
reluctant to open up about a mental health issue – just 15% of UK employees
would tell their line manager. On top of this, mental health issues are often
masked – 42% of employees said they had called in sick citing a physical illness,
when in reality their absence was down to poor mental health. With so many
employees masking poor mental health, it’s vital they can access confidential
support on their own terms. This means employers need support that is open to
all, with no barriers to access or risk of judgement.
We take a holistic approach, looking at all factors affecting an employee and
searching for the cause, rather than just treating one symptom. We believe this is
vital to make a lasting and constructive improvement to employee wellbeing. The
development of our Employee Resilience Programme (ERP) is firmly entrenched
4
5

https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/a-to-z/d/debt-and-mental-health
https://www.bhsfoh.co.uk/reports/mentalhealth
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in this ethos. It will provide employers with a solution-focused approach to
wellbeing, and give employees the tools to seek the support they need. Rather
than referring to just one treatment option, our ERP will involve various treatment
routes, so employees are benefitting from specialist support that’s right for them.
By looking at the issue from a different perspective, we can ensure that
employees are given the tools to resolve the issue, not just stick a plaster over it.
This is just another way that we are developing our wellbeing approach, in order
to delve into issues below the surface.
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