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Firstly, that most businesses operate in an environment where uncertainty is 
always a factor and one of the main challenges of running a business is reducing 
levels of uncertainty or risk to manageable levels. It could also be the case 
that the smaller the business, the higher the level of uncertainty. Secondly it is 
possible that the type of businesses that most politicians engage with are the 
largest employers and multinationals, and they are very different beasts to the 
majority of the business community.

Not that Brexit has been the only newsworthy item regarding the economy in recent times. 
The loss of BHS in 2016, followed by the more recent closures of Toys ‘R’ Us, Maplin and 
Poundworld in 2018 all highlight a massive challenge in the retail sector. The collapse of 
Carillion was also a major shock in the construction sector and has led to huge projects, 
such as the new Liverpool Hospital, being put on hold.

But even against this negative backdrop, business confidence levels are still in excess of 
90% and businesses are largely positive about their prospects, with nearly 80% expecting 
to see increases in revenue, profitability, and client numbers. Over half of businesses expect 
employment levels to rise over the next 6 months. However, it should be noted that some of 
these measures are slightly less positive than in previous reports.

The overall business message from this latest report is still one of positivity and 
confidence, and businesses continue to operate with resilience in the face of many 
challenges, both at home and abroad.

Welcome to the fourth edition of the North West Business Monitor 
report - providing the results of a survey of the views and opinions 

of North West companies across a range of business issues. The research 
for this edition was conducted during the first two quarters of 2018.
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Much has happened since the first edition 
was produced (covering the second half of 
2016), but in spite of the fact that two years 
has passed since the UK voted to leave the 
EU, it is difficult to see what progress has 
been made in terms of exactly what Brexit 
will mean and how it will affect businesses.

Politicians can often be heard commenting 
about the lack of clarity surrounding Brexit 
being bad for business and that businesses 
demand certainty. But what these reports 
have shown consistently is that the view 
of North West companies on the impact 
of Brexit is ‘Business as Usual’ for most of 
them. And maybe this reveals two things.
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Everyone knows that our region has a rich 
industrial history, and everyone knows too, 

the difficult times that industry faced in the final 
decades of the 20th century. That said, making, 
creating and innovating is part of our regional 
fabric and there are very many world class 
companies and sectors thriving across the North 
West. And we should celebrate the successes of 
our regional manufacturers – loudly and proudly.

There is a new window of opportunity opening 
for our region. This new opportunity will be the 
new industrial revolution, and it will be all about 
digitalisation and how it can unlock the productivity 
of our people and in doing so, improve living 
standards. It is a revolution that is already under 
way and will transform business and society across 
the globe.

To do this, we need to apply the tools of the 
digital world - Virtual Reality, Augmented Reality 
or Artificial Intelligence into manufacturing and 
physical things, like robotics and production lines. 
It will need connectivity with the Internet of Things 
(IoT) too; technology that helps machines talk to 
one another and collect data that can be used to 
massively improve productivity.

That is something at the core of our digital factory 
in Congleton, Cheshire where we export 98 per cent 
of its variable speed drives to 78 countries, focusing 
on high end, high productivity manufacturing. By 
focusing on digitalisation, Siemens believes that 
not only can industry become more efficient, but the 
economy can also create whole new industries in the 
supply chain dedicated to these new technologies.

Andrew Peters
Managing Director
Siemens Digital Factory, 
Congleton

The North West region stands to gain the most. We already have a strong manufacturing 
capability and digital strengths. The region will soon benefit from the Made Smarter pilot, 
an initiative led by business and local government to help SME manufacturers digitalise their 
businesses and adopt better smart manufacturing technology.

So, we think it is important that the next decade will be one where the North West leads the 
world in the latest innovations. It will also require and create the skills that are needed across all 
industries: digital skills, engineering skills, programming and coding skills, social sciences skills 
and lots of creative skills in which we already have a firm foundation.

And that will be to the benefit of not just business but to employees too, as higher rates of 
productivity help raise living standards – making this new industrial revolution as much about 
people as it is about technology. By embracing this new digital revolution, our region has 
everything to gain, both for its economy and for its people.

And if the level of confidence expressed by businesses in this latest iteration of the North West 
Business Monitor is anything to go by, the region is very well positioned to take advantage of the 
benefits that digitalisation will bring in the future.
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This is the fourth edition of the North West Business Monitor, taking a look at the issues 
that face North West businesses across a number of areas. Each of the previous three 

NWBM reports suggested strong and sustained business confidence and growth. Although 
overall business confidence is still in excess of 90%, the percentage of respondents that 
is ‘very confident’ has fallen from 66.5% to 60.5% this time around. The message appears 
to be one of a little more caution in some areas. With Brexit coming ever closer and with 
no deal in sight, further nervousness and uncertainty may follow. Although as this report 
shows, negativity surrounding Brexit actually appears to be waning, at least for the moment.

In addition to Brexit and business confidence, this report looks at other business factors 
that affect the growth of businesses in the North West and how significant or insignificant 
they are. As with previous reports we also look at the perceptions of local politicians and 
ask if they are doing enough to support businesses. What our respondents would like local 
government to do is categorised and explained.

There is also plenty of positive news with over three quarters of businesses expecting to 
make an increase in client numbers, revenue, and profits in the following 6 months, and 
only 4.5% anticipating a reduction in their revenue and even fewer expecting a decline in 
clients, profitability and headcount.

Gaining access to skilled staff or securing funding to train up existing personnel remain 
continuing concerns in the minds of businesses, much as they have in the last report. Some 
businesses continue to believe that local government could help with this by providing new 
avenues for funding and investment, which could be used for education and improving the 
skills of their work force. Alternatively, providing access to experts who can pass on their 
wisdom and knowledge to businesses, particularly around new technology-based business 
practices, may also be another way of addressing these issues.
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• Revenues, profitability, and client numbers are all expected to increase in 
the next 6 months, according to over 75% of respondents. However, there is 
a little more uncertainty between this and the last report, with the number 
of businesses expecting turnover to stay the same growing from a little over 
4% to 14%. Similarly, those expecting profitability to flat line has more than 
doubled, from 7.04% to 15.7%.

• 66% of respondents anticipate that the NW economy will see some growth over 
the next six months. Two thirds of those who believe the NW economy will grow 
estimate this growth to be in the 1%-3% range. 

• The negative impacts of Brexit continue to decline with each report. In the 
2017 Q1/2 NWBM report, 18.7% reported that Brexit was having a negative 
impact on their businesses. In the 2017 Q3/4 report this figure had dropped to 
13.8%. In this latest report it has fallen further, to 11.5%. The most negative 
effects of Brexit are being seen in relation to Investment in Staff and a decline in 
Customer Orders. The positive impact of Brexit has held stable from last report 
but dropping a small amount from 9.2% to 7.9%.

•  Access to Skilled Staff dominates the factors businesses believe will be crucial 
to their growth, with over half stating that it would have a significant effect on 
their businesses.

• Business Support, Access to Suppliers, and the Burden in Regulation / Red tape 
are also viewed as important to business growth, particularly for smaller and 
newer companies.

• As in previous reports, Transport Infrastructure is not viewed as a significant 
factor, with over a third stating that it was insignificant to their growth.

• Almost one third of respondents believe local government should be doing more 
to assist businesses, as opposed to 21%, who say that they are at least getting 
parts of it right. Businesses want easier access to funding, access and funding for 
education and training, and access to expertise on technology issues.
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The following section focuses on how much businesses expect to grow (or otherwise) 
over the next 6 months. Businesses are largely positive about their prospects for this 
period. Over three quarters of businesses are expecting to see increases in revenue, 
profitability, and client numbers, whilst 9 out of 10 businesses expect to fare no worse 
or be better off on these measures.

Looking more into these figures, the “Finance / Insurance” and “Professional / Consulting” 
service industry sectors give the most optimistic feedback on revenue, profitability and 
employment levels, whereas revenue is expected to be down in the “Media / Publishing” 
sector, and employment is set to decrease in the “IT / Communications” sector. Although 
employment figures look relatively stagnant with almost 40% saying that employee 
numbers will stay the same, just over 20% of businesses are expecting to substantially 
increase their headcount. However, it is worth noting that over half of the businesses in 
this survey have fewer than 10 employees.

The businesses that are least favourable on employment numbers are companies operating 
in ‘Construction and Trade’ and ‘Media and Publishing’ sectors, where only around 40% are 
planning on increasing the number of people they employ, with 11% and 17% respectively 
anticipating a reduction in their numbers.

Notwithstanding the “Construction and Trade” sector’s caution on employee numbers, 
there is optimism in this sector when it comes to expectations of client growth in the next 
6 months. Businesses in the ‘Manufacturing and Engineering’ category are a little more 
cautious, with two thirds confident of increasing client numbers, and the other one third 
either staying the same or unable to say. Respondents that are anticipating the largest 
decrease, operate in ‘IT / Communications’, where 5.3% of companies are expecting a 
decline in client numbers over the same period.

5.1. Perceptions of the Future
5.1.1. Future business growth
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Looking at these figures overall, it is possible to estimate the total change across the 
North West for each of the categories. As a whole, there appears to be a healthy increase 
across the board, where revenue and profits are anticipated to rise, and client numbers are 
expected to increase by an estimated 4.2%.

Approximately two thirds of businesses are anticipating growth in the North West 
economy over the next 6 months, whereas only 6.4% are expecting a decline in the 
regional economy. Of those businesses that are forecasting growth in the NW economy, 
almost two thirds are expecting a moderate increase of between 1% and 3%.

PERCEPTIONS OF THE FUTURE

5.1.2. North West Growth
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NORTH WEST GROWTH FACTORS AFFECTING 
BUSINESS GROWTH

The North West Business Monitor reports on a number of factors which influence the growth 
or otherwise of businesses. These are, in no particular order –

 
Access to Skilled Staff is the area of concern to more than half of the businesses which 
responded, with over half of these indicating that it was either a ‘very’ or ‘extremely significant’ 
factor affecting their ability to grow. 22.1% of respondents stated that Access to Skilled Staff 
was neither significant nor insignificant, although it should also be considered that 21.5% of 
all respondents were in the Sole Trader category.

The Burden of Regulation and Red Tape is the factor with the highest number of respondents 
stating that it was ‘extremely significant’ in terms of affecting their growth.

When comparing these figures with the last two reports, it is clear that optimism around 
the growth of the North West economy is down somewhat. In the previous report there was 
very little negativity at all. However, it appears that businesses are a little more thoughtful 
and cautious about having big expectations of the coming months. This is counter to the 
findings in the last report that saw negativity dropping and optimism rising. Previously, 
businesses who thought the economy was going to grow substantially had grown from 
6.3% to 9.5%. However there has been a sharp decline, with the number of businesses 
expecting substantial growth down to 3.1%.

 

5.2. Factors Affecting 
Business Growth

• Access to Finance

• Access to Skilled Staff

• Access to Training

• Transport Infrastructure

• Local Government Policy

• Brexit

• Access to Suppliers

• Burden of Regulation / Red Tape

• Access to Business Support
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From the regular media coverage and debate around the efficiency 
or otherwise of the transport system in and around the North 
West region, we might expect to see Transport Infrastructure 
as a more significant factor for businesses around the region. 
However, we can see from the chart below that Transport 
Infrastructure is insignificant, to a greater or lesser degree, 
to 37.1% of respondents. It not only has the most businesses 
stating that is insignificant, but also the largest number stating 
it is extremely insignificant to their businesses. And only 9.1% 
of businesses state that Transport Infrastructure is either ‘very’ 
or ‘extremely significant’.

FACTORS AFFECTING 
BUSINESS GROWTH

Access to Skilled Staff had the highest number of responses for those businesses 
that thought this factor was significant, and one of the fewest number of respondents 
who thought that it was insignificant. This is reflected in the net significance chart, 
which is worked out as a simple deduction from the proportion who believe a factor is 
insignificant from those who thought it was significant.

As may be clear from the two charts above, Transport Infrastructure is of the lowest 
significance to businesses. It is also the one factor that has a negative significance overall. 
All other factors have a positive net significance, though Brexit has the lowest level of 
positive net significance compared to the other factors.

FACTORS AFFECTING 
BUSINESS GROWTH
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BREXIT

Respondents were asked what impact Brexit was having 
on their businesses and were given 3 answer options –

1. Business as usual 

2. Positive

3. Negative

Those who responded Positive or Negative were given 
a supplementary question asking in what areas their 
businesses were being Positively or Negatively affected, 
for example, Customer Orders, Investment Decisions, 
Raising Finance and so on.

In line with previous reports, by far and away the highest 
response to this question was ‘Business as usual’ with just 
over 80% of respondents choosing this option.

The percentage of respondents indicating that Brexit was 
having a negative impact on their businesses has dropped 
steadily from the 2017 Q1 / Q2 survey through the last 
report to this latest report – from 18.7% to 11.5%.

Even with this downward trend, it is noticeable that the 
number of businesses feeling negatively about Brexit has 
consistently outweighed those feeling positive.

BREXIT

5.3. Brexit

Apart from ‘Staff Investment’, businesses have also cited the impact of Supplier Costs, which 
in part may be attributed to the weaker pound. Customer Orders and Securing Finance have 
also been cited as having a negative impact on more businesses that those that have felt a 
positive impact.
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When asked whether politicians were doing enough to aid North West businesses, only 
21% were positive in any way about local government’s actions and only 3.1% of total 
respondents agreed that local politicians were doing enough.

Conversely, over 30% believed local politicians were not doing enough and over 20% of 
the total disagreed or strongly disagreed that politicians were doing enough.

With almost half of respondents sitting on the fence, this suggests there are very few 
businesses that are content with local government on the issues facing North West business.

5.4 Local Politicians 

LOCAL POLITICIANS

Businesses were then given the opportunity to voice what local politicians need to do in 
order to improve the North West business environment. The word cloud below illustrates 
the areas where businesses would like to see more input from local government. The more 
prominent the word, the more frequently this issue was brought up in the survey. Access to 
other avenues of investment and funding, and access to training to help upskill staff were 
the two most frequently cited issues. Although not indicated as being a significant factor 
to many in the previous sections, transport infrastructure and road maintenance are also 
pressing concerns for some businesses.

Other issues raised included having access to expertise that could assist businesses with 
technology, GDPR, maximising social media and the more day-to-day, standard business 
processes such as finance and accounting.
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In this latest report we see a greater level of caution than in previous reports. That said, 
overall confidence among businesses in the North West remains extremely high, with 
92.5% of respondents either ‘Somewhat Confident’ or ‘Very Confident’ about the future 
success of their businesses.

With less than 1% of respondents expressing a lack of confidence last time out, this has 
now increased to just under 6% in this latest report. And it is in the Manchester and 
Liverpool post code areas where this decline in confidence is more marked. Overall 
business confidence remains particularly high in the CW (Crewe), OL (Oldham), SK 
(Stockport) and WA (Warrington) post code areas.

Notwithstanding the current economic uncertainty, North West businesses continue to 
demonstrate optimism and confidence in their abilities to build successful organisations.

5.5. Overall Confidence

ABOUT THE NORTH 
WEST BUSINESS MONITOR

In total, 557 business professionals responded to this survey. This chart represents a 
breakdown of the areas in which each of the surveyed businesses operate. For businesses 
to retain anonymity they were asked to provide just the first part of the post code area 
in which their business is located.

For this report, respondents’ businesses were based in 14 different postcode areas, a key 
to which is provided below. However, it is important to note that businesses operate in 
the post code area, and not necessarily in the actual town or city associated with the post 
code.

6.1. About the North West Business Monitor
6.1.1. Respondents by Location

Post codes were analysed to see if 
there was any significance between 
post code area and factors such as 
growth, employment, etc. There did 
not appear to be any clear relationship 
between the area in which a business 
operates and the different factors 
covered in previous sections of the 
report.

BB - Blackburn

Key to Postcode Area

BL - Bolton

CH - Chester

CR - Crewe 

FY - Flyde 

L - Liverpool

LA - Lancaster 

M - Manchester

OL - Oldham

PR- Preston

SK - Stockport

ST - Stoke - on - Trent

WA - Warrington

WN - Wigan
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A wide variety of businesses took part in this survey, from sole traders to companies 
employing more than 250 staff. Just over half of respondents had fewer than 10 
employees. When comparing these figures with previous reports, it is the medium sized 
companies that appear to be more confident of their growth in terms of revenues and 
employee numbers. Small companies, as might be expected, are generally less likely to 
dramatically increase / reduce employee numbers. Those larger organisations that are 
increasing headcount are balanced out by other large businesses which are expecting 
to make workforce reductions.

       

6.2. Respondents by 
Size of Business

6.3. Respondents by 
Length of Time Trading 

As expected the age of a company plays a part in determining which factors are important 
to a company. Those trading less than 12 months gave a much higher significance to 
Access to Finance than companies with a longer trading history. Regulations and Red tape 
are also a hindrance for many young businesses. That said, there was still a noteworthy 
number of businesses that have been operating for many years, and which still find 
this a problem. Again, as would be expected, gaining Access to Business Support has a 
strong net significance for companies operating less than 12 months.
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Of the respondents, Owners / MDs gave the most responses.

As there are many small companies in this survey it is expected a large number of 
respondents would be decision makers, holding senior posts. However, over a quarter 
of responses came from those in middle and junior management positions.

ABOUT THE NORTH 
WEST BUSINESS MONITOR

6.4. Respondents by 
Job Function

6.5. Respondents by 
Job Level

In this survey, over half of the respondents came from two job function areas - Sales 
/ Business Development and Consultancy. Just under 10% of respondents were from 
each of the following - HR / Training, General Management and Marketing.
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Below is a breakdown of the industries in which the survey participants operate. The 
data suggests a correlation between the industry and the performance of the businesses 
that took part in the survey. “Media & Publishing” organisations, as well as those in IT & 
Communications are less optimistic overall about the future. Conversely, Organisations 
in “Professional / Consulting” Services and the “Finance / Insurance” sectors appear 
to be the most confident about their future prospects, providing consistently optimistic 
responses throughout the survey.

ABOUT THE NORTH 
WEST BUSINESS MONITOR

6.6. Respondents by 
Industry Breakdown The North West Business Monitor is a joint project between Liverpool BA (organisers 

of 4 key Business Fairs in the North West) and LOOKOUT! a market research and 
insights specialist based in Manchester.

AUTHORS & PARTNERS
The North West Business Monitor is a joint project between Liverpool BA 
(organisers of 4 key Business Fairs in the North West) and LOOKOUT! a 

market research and insights specialist based in Manchester.

LIVERPOOL BA

LOOKOUT! 

NORTH WEST BUSINESS MONITOR PARTNERS

LOOKOUT! is an independent market 
research and insights consultancy.

LOOKOUT! works with start-
ups, SMEs and International 
organisations. providing 
comprehensive research and 
intelligent insights; helping clients 
make significant improvements to 
their businesses and providing clarity 
to them in a range of areas including:

• Customer Profiling & Experience

• Market Analysis, Reporting 
& Monitoring 

• Stakeholder Analysis & Mapping

• Competitor Analysis 
& Benchmarking

• Investment & Feasibility

www.wearelookout.com

Liverpool BA have been providing 
a showcase for North West 
businesses since 2002, when 
we first held our flagship event, 
the Liverpool Business Fair.

This proved to be a very 
popular business occasion 
and we have gone on to hold 
many events, including our four 
key annual Business Fairs:

• Liverpool Business Fair

• Greater Manchester 
Business Fair

• Wirral & Chester 
Business Fair

• Halton & Warrington 
Business Fair

www.businessfairsuk.com
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