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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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Conclusion
This review has provided an in-depth exploration of Birmingham’s economy,
making clear the city’s many strengths and opportunities but also the weaknesses
and challenges it faces.
Strengths:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

High GVA growth rate
Strong track record on foreign direct investment and the highest inward
investment outside of London
Located at the heart of major transport networks
Increase in jobs in professional and technical occupations
Vibrant and growing visitor economy
Strong innovation ecosystem with specialisms in technology and artificial
intelligence
Strong university presence

Weaknesses:
•
•
•
•

GVA per head underperforms the national average
Below-average employment rate, above-average unemployment rate
Below-average proportion of the population with high qualifications,
above-average proportion of the population with low qualifications
Job polarisation in the local labour market

Opportunities:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Improving the survival rate of new businesses through targeted support
Major investment in infrastructure including HS2, Midlands Metro & the
West Midlands Rail franchise catalysing further investment and growth
Reducing car travel by the introduction of new schemes, including smart
ticketing on public transport and upgrading and building new cycle lanes
Harnessing the potential of a young population
Increasing retention of students studying in Birmingham
A better understanding of the role of anchor institutions and encouraging
local procurement
Harnessing the ethnic diversity of the population to grow international
trading links
Birmingham City Council’s ambition for the city to be carbon neutral by
2030
Delivering a lasting legacy from the 2022 Commonwealth Games

Challenges:
•
•
•

Impact of Brexit on the economy (foreign direct investment, international
trade links and access to talent) and the cultural diversity of the city
The prevalence of low-value, low-wage, low-skill work
Building inclusive pathways into the expected growth in jobs and ensuring
economic growth benefits local communities, especially those which are
deprived
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•
•
•
•

Lack of investment from domestic firms for improving productivity
Rising congestion from the construction of major infrastructure projects,
impacting on the ease of moving goods and people in, around and out of
the city
The deceleration of new house builds and the lack of affordable housing
Helping businesses and citizens adapt to the advent of the Clean Air Zone

Birmingham is clearly an attractive place to live, work and invest. However, this
analysis has highlighted some areas that will require continued attention from
stakeholders.
Birmingham is a research-intensive city, with a growing R&D and educational
infrastructure supporting and accelerating innovations and advanced
technologies. Going forward, it is important to make sure that the emergence of
these continues to create opportunities for employment, growth and investment
in the city in a way that is accessible to residents of all backgrounds and cultures.
In practice, this requires a local skills system that is agile and responsive to new
developments in the digital and technology sector.
Birmingham has a young, ethnically diverse population that continues to grow,
adding to the vibrancy of the city. A young population, however, is only an asset if
they have the skills and opportunities to succeed in the local labour market. In
reality, this means closing the gap between business and education in the city.
Professional occupations continue to take up the biggest share of the local labour
market, reflective of the success the city has had in attracting major companies
such as HSBC. However, the prevalence of low-paid low-skill jobs remains high.
Skills gaps and high unemployment are major challenges for the city.
Birmingham’s employment rate remains well below the national average. This
requires further concerted action from public, private and third sector
organisations to ensure Birmingham’s citizens are skilled and able to benefit from
the jobs being created by growing investment in the city. High levels of
unemployment are especially an issue among some minority ethnic groups. This
indicates that there is untapped potential to grow the formal contributions of
some groups to the city’s economy, with the right targeted support and
investment. The entrepreneurial characteristics of Birmingham’s population,
particularly among ethnic minorities, also represent a significant opportunity for
the city.
While the major influx of investment in transport infrastructure coming to the
region over the next few years will bring vast long-term benefits, in the short to
mid-term it will be disruptive to local businesses and employees. It is essential
that stakeholders in transport work closely with the business community to
communicate what impact upcoming works will have on transport networks so
that they can prepare for any potential issues.
Birmingham continues to achieve high levels of inward investment, for which
attracting and retaining investment is greatly important for growing the local
economy. GVA in the city also continues to grow. However, GVA per head still
lags behind the national average. The causes of low productivity are complex but
could in part be improved by providing businesses with the support and
confidence they need to invest in their people, processes and equipment.
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Overall, it is important that Birmingham continues to move forward with
confidence by building upon the progress it has made over recent years in
overcoming the city’s challenges and capitalising on the opportunities that lie
ahead.
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For queries related to the Birmingham Economic Review 2019 please contact:
Emily Stubbs
Policy and Patron Advisor
Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
E.Stubbs@birmingham-chamber.com
Rebecca Riley
Business Development Director
City-REDI, University of Birmingham
R.L.Riley@bham.ac.uk
Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
75 Harborne Road
Edgbaston
Birmingham
B15 3DH
t 0121 274 3262
e policy@birmingham-chamber.com
w greaterbirminghamchambers.com
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