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1 Executive summary

The Bedfordshire and Luton Business Survey 2010 was commissioned by Central
Bedfordshire Council in partnership with Luton Borough and Bedford Borough Council
and conducted in April 2010.

Overall, 861 interviews were completed, 100 of which were completed online and 280
of which were completed by businesses in Bedford Borough.

The data was weighted to reflect the actual size and sector profile of businesses in
Bedford.

The highest concentration of businesses in Bedford is within the property and business
services sector. This sector accounts for a third of Bedford businesses. Nearly one in
five operate within the wholesale, retail and motor trades sector.

More than four-fifths of Bedford businesses employ fewer than 10 people. Less than
one in twenty employ 25 or more at their site.

Around four-fifths of local businesses do not have sites elsewhere. Around one in
twenty businesses are headquarters sites.

More than two-fifths of businesses in the borough are private limited companies, with
just over a third of all businesses operating as sole traders.

More than half of Bedford businesses have been established for 10 years or more.

Of the 23% of Bedford businesses that have been in operation for less than 5 years,
nearly half received some advice or support.

The majority of businesses in the borough (77%) report a turnover of less than
£500,000. This is a similar proportion to the county average.

1.1 Employment, Skills and Training

Three-quarters of the workforce in Bedford (78%) are employed on a full time basis.
Around half the businesses in the borough do not employ someone on a part time
basis, although this is mainly small businesses.

Just 7% of businesses in Bedford have had any vacancies in the last 12 months that
they have found hard-to-fill. This proportion increases to 19% of hotels and catering
businesses.

Lack of appropriately skilled applicants is the most frequent cause of hard-to-fill
vacancies, with lack of appropriate work experience next most frequently stated.

There is a probability that a slightly higher proportion of businesses in Bedford will
experience hard-to-fill vacancies in the next 12 months (9% expect to). This increases
to 21% of larger businesses (with 50+ employees).

More than four-fifths of businesses in Bedford (44%) have funded or arranged any off-
the-job training or development in the last 12 months. This is higher than the average
across the county (37%). A similar proportion have funded or arranged on-the-job
training.
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1.3

The incidence of funding or arranging any training increases with business size and is
particularly high in the health sector.

There is a link between having business plans in place and training, as well as (and
perhaps more significantly) positive business performance and training.

More than a quarter of Bedford businesses (27%) report having skills that are difficult
to obtain. This is a lower proportion than across the county (30%). No one area of
skills stands out in the borough with around one in twenty employers mentioning any of
a range of skills.

Similarly, just over a quarter of businesses in the borough (27%) identify skill gaps.
This compares with 33% across the county. Once again, the range of skills in which
gaps are identified are diverse, with advanced IT skills, sales and marketing and
technical, practical or job specific skills most frequently mentioned.

Business Performance

More than a third of Bedford businesses (36%) report an improvement in their
business performance in the last 12 months. Around a fifth (21%) reports some
deterioration in that time. Business performance in Bedford has been on a more
positive footing in the borough compared with the county, where 30% of businesses
report an improvement and 29% report some deterioration.

The strongest performing sectors in Bedford have been public administration and other
services, the wholesale and retail trade and hotels and catering.

As previously mentioned, improved business performance appears to be strongly
linked to the provision of training and having formal business plans in place.

There is considerable optimism amongst local businesses, with just over half (54%)
anticipating an improvement in performance and less than one in ten (7%) anticipating
some deterioration in the next 12 months. This optimism is reflected at county level.

The two factors that are most likely to be considered constraints to growth are over-
regulation/red tape and transport costs (e.g. fuel). These are each mentioned by more
than two-fifths of Bedford businesses.

Amongst rural-based businesses, lack of skilled labour is more frequently mentioned,
whilst business rates are more likely to be an issue in urban areas than in rural areas.

One in eight businesses in Bedford (12%) envisage their business outgrowing or
relocating their current premises over the next two or three years. This compares with
one in seven (14%) county wide.

Around half of the businesses that envisage a need for new premises (52%) would like
to be contacted by their local council for help in relocating.

Suppliers and Customers

Two-thirds of businesses in the borough of Bedford (66%) serve local customers. This
is a similar proportion to the county average (67%).
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A quarter of local businesses (25%) have customers based in the UK, outside of their
region and surrounding regions. The general trend is for larger businesses to serve
markets further afield.

Nearly half the businesses in Bedford (46%) have suppliers that are based locally.
This is the same as the county average.

Areas in which suppliers are based tend to echo where customers are based and
those that export are also more likely to import.

Quality of Local Area

Bedford businesses are most likely to be satisfied with their location in terms of the
schools, strategic network and proximity to London.

They are most likely to be critical about rent and rates, local business support and
support on planning permissions.

There are few differences by type of location, although businesses based in rural
areas are significantly more likely than those based in urban areas to be satisfied with
the attractiveness of the surroundings.

Around three-fifths of those providing a valid response (62%) rate their location as a
good place to do business. This compares with 63% across Bedfordshire.

The proportion that rates it as very good is significantly higher in Bedford than
elsewhere in the county (29%, compared with 24%).

Council Business Engagement

When asked how well they feel Bedford Borough Council engages with business,
Bedford businesses are more likely to be negative than positive (53% consider it poor;
18% consider it good).

These views echo those of businesses across Bedfordshire.

Accountants are the most frequently used source of business advice or support in the
last 12 months. They are rated highly as a source, with nearly all businesses paying
for that service.

Other key sources of business advice or support include banks, other business owners
and family/friends. The more informal, often free sources of peers and family/friends
are higher rated than banks.

The local council has been used for business advice or support by one in eight
businesses and this is mostly likely to have involved Trading Standards and
Environmental Health services.

Nearly three-quarters of those having used their local council (74%) have been
satisfied with the service provided.

More than two-fifths of businesses in the borough (45%) have a formal business plan.
This is the same as the county average.

The propensity to have a formal business plan increases sharply when businesses
have 10 or more employees and increases to 91% of businesses with 50+ employees.



1.6 Broadband Connection

Most Bedford businesses have access to the internet (92%). This is the same
proportion as the county average.

Nearly all those businesses (89% of all businesses) have access to broadband.
Nearly two-thirds of those with broadband say that a higher speed broadband service
would support their business processes better. Three in ten of those without
broadband currently feel they could do more business if they had access to
broadband.

Around three-quarters of businesses in Bedford (74%) have a company website. This
compares with 68% across Bedfordshire.

Only minorities of businesses have access to an intranet (38%) and/or an extranet
(12%). Both are on a par with county averages.

The propensity to have any of these internet-based facilities increases with business
size and is generally higher in rural-based businesses and those that supply markets
further afield.

1.7 Innovation

One in ten businesses in Bedford (10%, 8% across the county) has links with
universities or colleges for research and development purposes. This proportion
increases to more than one in four businesses with 50+ employees (27%).

The three institutions that they are most likely to have links with are Bedford College,
the University of Bedfordshire and Cranfield University.

Two-fifths of businesses in Bedford (40%) belong to any specialist business networks
designed to help them keep up-to-date with best practice and/or emerging
technologies. This increases to 54% of 50+ employers and is on a par with the county
average (39%).

One in five businesses (20%) has introduced a new product and a slightly higher
proportion (23%) has significantly improved a process in the last 12 months. The
larger the business, the more likely they are to innovate.

Innovation is set to remain at similar levels in the next 12 months. One in four Bedford
businesses (25%) expects to introduce a new product in the next 12 months, while one
in five (20%) expects to significantly improve a process within this timeframe.
Compared with businesses across the county, Bedford businesses are slightly, but not
significantly, below average in respect of innovation.

1.8 Environmental and Social Issues

Nearly two-thirds of businesses in Bedford (66%) have undertaken an activity or have
plans or policies in place linked to environmental issues. Nearly half (49%) have taken
steps to reduce CO2 emissions, whilst fewer (39%) have an environmental policy.

Larger businesses are more likely to have taken any of their steps or adopted any of
the policies specified.
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More than a third of businesses in Bedford (37%) have a Business Continuity Plan or
Disaster Recovery Plan for business continuity purposes. This is similar to the county
average (36%).

The propensity to have one or the other increases with business size and is
significantly higher within multi-site businesses. It is also higher within urban-based
businesses than in those based in rural areas.

Local Schemes
Of the four local schemes that include:

e Town Centre West: A major new shopping centre development and new bus
station in the existing bus station area;

e Station Quarter: An office, hotel, new railway station and transport interchange
facilities in the existing railway station area;

* Batts Ford Road Bridge: A new river crossing from Kingsaway, between
Borough Hall and Bedford College, over the river to Greyfriars;

e High Street Pedestrianisation: Restoration and pedestrian
High Street.
Town Centre West is considered the most i mp

important is that of Batts Ford Road Bridge.




2 Background

In March 2010, Central Bedfordshire Council in partnership with Luton Borough and
Bedford Borough Council commissioned BMG Research to undertake a survey of
businesses across Bedfordshire.

Local Authorities need to begin preparations for Local Economic Assessments (LEA)
by April 2010. These assessments will analyse and interpret a significant range of
data on the areas economic profile to highlight opportunities and challenges and this
business survey forms part of the process of developing a robust evidence base within
Bedfordshire. The findings of this survey of local businesses will feed into the LEA as
well as the development of new economic development initiatives targeted to
businesses needs. It aimed at providing information on a range of issues, including
how local businesses operate and the services and commercial environment that need
to be in place to facilitate business growth and economic development.

The main objective of the research was to identify the economic challenges and
opportunities facing businesses in the area and inform the councils on the
development and delivery of economic strategy and activities.

2.1 Methodology

There are some 6,000 employing establishments in Luton, some 6,600 in Bedford and
some 11,600 in Central Bedfordshire (source: ABI). The survey sample was restricted
to private sector businesses but included sole traders as well as businesses with
employees. Survey responses were establishment based; which is to say that they
were based on activities and practices at that site only.

In total, 761 telephone interviews were conducted with local businesses. Each
interview took between 20 and 25 minutes depending on the answers given. A further
100 questionnaires were completed online and added to those conducted by
telephone. Within Bedford, 280 interviews were completed.

A quota for interviewing was set based on location, with the aim of distributing
interviews evenly across the three Council areas. Within each Council area quotas
were set by organisation size (number of employees at the site) and industry sector.
During data preparation the data was weighted to reflect the actual size and sector
profile of the business populations within each Council area.

The following table summarises the population profile of Bedford Borough Council, the
number of interviews conducted by telephone or submitted online and the sample
bases following weighting of the data by size and sector.




No. of

Population (n) Population % icr:)tr?(rj\aisxz N(Sv.e?;r??esde)s
Organisation size
1-9 employees 5,555 85 172 238
10-24 employees 585 9 52 25
25-99 employees 305 5 45 12
100+employees 80 1 11 4
Industry sector
Agriculture 280 4 6 7
Production 410 6 27 23
Construction 745 11 23 32
wholesale and 1,250 19 65 53
Hotels and catering 445 7 24 19
e e 63 : 10 11
Finance 110 2 5 6
Elzgipnee?; i?e?vices 2,080 32 8 88
Education 505 8 14 59
Health 115 2 16 5
o admn i 20 5 1 14
Total 6,525 100 280

This report summarises the main findings of the business survey within Bedford
Borough Council. These findings are compared with those of the total sample across
Bedfordshire.




3 Employment, Skills and Training

3.1

Respondents were asked a series of questions about their workforce including their
status (full or part time), recruitment issues, skill needs and whether the business
funds or arranges training.

Working status

The majority of employees (78%) within all the businesses participating in the survey
work on a full time basis. This varies little by organisation size, with the exception of
organisations employing more than 50 staff where more than four-fifths (86%) are
employed on a full time basis. Working status varies considerably by industry sector.
The figure below summarises the profile by sector, highlighting high levels of part time
employment within the hotels and catering and public administration and other service
sectors. There are particularly low levels of part time employment in
agriculture/production, construction, transport, post and telecommunications and
finance, property and business services.

Figure 1: Working status profile by sector (all employees)

m Full time m Part time

Bedford Borough Council (627" (8% 22%
Agriculture/production (747) 3% 12%
Construction (577) 87% 10%
Wholesale and Retail Trade (144 (9% 21%
Hotels and catering (378 429 39/
Transport, post and telecommunications (105 85% 15%
Finance, property and business services (13 85% 15%
Education (74) 66/ 34
Health (348) 661 34

Public admin and other services (26

36

64%

Figures in parentheses denote unweighted employee numbers
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Overall, 52% of all businesses in Bedford do not employ anyone part time. This is a
similar proportion to the county average (50%). This proportion declines to just 24% of
businesses with more than 10 employees.

Hard-to-fill vacancies

Respondents were asked if they have had any vacancies in the last 12 months that
they have found hard-to-fill.

In the borough of Bedford, 7% of businesses reporting having had hard-to-fill
vacancies in the last 12 months. This compares with 9% of all businesses across
Bedfordshire.

The propensity to have had hard-to-fill vacancies increases with business size, from
5% of 1-9 employers to 18% of 10-49 employers to 46% of 50+ employers. This
reflects the fact that larger organisations are more likely to have recruited any staff as
a result of employing a larger number of people in a wider range of jobs.

Hotel and catering businesses are most likely to have had hard-to-fill vacancies (19%),
whilst the proportion of health and public administration and other services businesses
that have had hard-to-fill vacancies is also above average (12% and 13%
respectively).

The occupations in which hard-to-fill vacancies have been experienced are wide-
ranging and are summarised in the figure below.




Figure 2: Occupations in which hard-to-fill vacancies have been experienced,
unprompted, multiple response (where have had hard-to-fill vacancies in the last 12
months)

Food Preparation Trade 16%
Business and Statistical Profession

Public Service Professiona

Secretarial and Related Occupatiol
Production Managers

Skilled Trades n.e.c

Sales Assistants and Retail Cashi
Transport Drivers and Operative
Elementary Personal Services Occupatic
Hairdressers and Related Occupatio
Corporate Managers and Senior Officit
Information and Communication Technolot
Engineering Professional

Sales and Related Associate Professior
Administrative Occupations: Financ
Healthcare and Related Personal Servi
Elementary Administration Occupatior
Managers in Distribution, Storage and Retaili
Managers and Proprietors in Hospitality a¢
Administrative Occupations: Genetr:

Plant and Machine Operative

Health Associate Professiona

Unweighted base = 36

The main causes of hard-to-fill vacancies include a low number of applicants with the
required skills (41% of those that have had hard-to-fill vacancies) and lack of work
experience the company demands (32%).

Causes of hard-to-fill vacancies are summarised in the figure below.




Figure 3: Causes of hard-to-fill vacancies, unprompted, multiple response (where
have had hard-to-fill vacancies in the last 12 months)

Low number of applicants with the required skil 41%

Lack of work experience the company demar

Lack of qualifications the company deman

Low number of applicants with the require
attitude, motivation or personality

Not enough people interested in doing this type

job 13%

Remote location/poor public transpor 10%

Poor terms and conditions (e.g. pay) offered f

0,
post &%

Poor career progression / lack of prospec
Low number of applicants generall

Job entails shift work/unsociable houl

Other 13%

Unweighted sample base = 36 *denotes less than 0.5%

When asked if they expected to have any vacancies that will be hard-to-fill in the next
12 months, 9% of businesses in the borough of Bedford said that they expected them.
This compares with a slightly higher proportion across the whole of Bedfordshire
(10%), reflecting the situation with regard to recent recruitment difficulties.

There is less variation by business size with respect to future hard-to-fill vacancies,

although the proportion of 50+ employers that expect hard-to-fill vacancies in the next
12 months is higher than average (21%).
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The occupations in which hard-to-fill vacancies are anticipated include:

Business and Statistical Professionals 12%
Managers and Proprietors in other Service Industries 11%
Information and Communication Technology Professional 8%
Teaching Professionals 8%
Construction Trades 7%
Building Trades 7%
Elementary Personal Services Occupations 7%
Public Service Professionals 6%
Draughtspersons and Building Inspectors 6%
Food Preparation Trades 6%
Skilled Trades n.e.c. 5%
Functional Managers 4%
Financial Institution and Office Managers 2%
Administrative Occupations: General 2%
Vehicle Trades 2%
Sales Assistants and Retail Cashiers 2%
Elementary Goods Storage Occupations 2%
Elementary Administration Occupations 2%
Production Managers 1%
Science and Engineering Technicians 1%
Assemblers and Routine Operatives 1%
Health Associate Professionals <0.5%
Sales and Related Associate Professionals <0.5%
Healthcare and Related Personal Services <0.5%

Although the propensity to have recently experienced hard-to-fill vacancies is similar
across urban and rural areas, the propensity to be anticipating recruitment difficulties is
significantly higher amongst urban-based businesses than those based in rural areas
(12%, compared with 4%).

Staff training and development

Respondents were asked if their business over the past 12 months has funded or
arranged any off-the-job training or development for employees at that site. Off-the-job
training was defined as training away
whether on their premises or elsewhere.

More than four-fifths of businesses in Bedford borough (44%) have funded or arranged
any off-the-job training or development in the past 12 months. This is a higher
proportion than across the whole of Bedfordshire (37%) and is higher than in Central
Bedfordshire (37%) and Luton borough (30%) council areas.

The propensity to fund or arrange off-the-job training increases with business size (see
figure below. It is highest in the health sector (97%) and lowest in
agriculture/production (29%).

from

t



Figure 4: Proportion of businesses that have funded or arranged any off-the-job
training or development for employees at that site in the last 12 months, by size and

sector (all respondents)

Bedford Borough Council (28(

1- 9 employees (172

10-24 employees (52

25-49 employees (35)

50+ employees (21
Agriculture/production (33)

Construction (23)

Wholesale and Retail Trade (6!

Hotels and catering (24

Transport, post and telecommunications (1
Finance/property and business services (¢
Education (14)

Health (16)

Public admin and other services (1

44%

39%

60%

94%

79%

29%

38%

42%

31%

48%

45%

59%

97%

59%

Unweighted sample bases in parentheses

Respondents were then asked about on-the-job and informal training and development
their business has funded or arranged in the last 12 months. This was defined as
activities that would be recognised as training by staff but not the sort of learning by
experience which could take place all the time.

Again, just over two-fifths of Bedford borough businesses (43%) have funded or
arranged on-the-job training, which, again, is slightly higher than across Bedfordshire
as a whole (41%). The two other Council areas of Central Bedfordshire (40%) and
Luton Borough (41%) are similar to the county average in terms of on-the-job training
and development provided.

Businesses with 10 or more employees are significantly more likely to have funded or
arranged on-the-job training in the last 12 months than those with fewer employees
(80%, compared with 36% of businesses with 1-9 employees).




The following figure summarises the provision of on-the-job training and development
by business size and sector, but also compares the figures with those for off-the-job
training.

The propensity to provide both on- and off-the job training is very high in the health
sector while there is also consistency across the two types of training within education.
Hotels and catering establishments are much more likely to provide on-the-job than
off-the-job training, as are public administration and other services organisations,
although they are more likely than average to fund or arrange either.

Figure 5: Proportion of businesses that have funded or arranged any on-the-job or
off-the-job training or development for employees at that site in the last 12 months, by
size and sector (all respondents)

E Onthe-job m Off-the-job

43%
44%
36%

39%

Bedford Borough Council (28(

1- 9 employees (172)

10-24 employees (52)
2549 employees (35) 94%
50+ employees (21
Agriculture/production (33)
Construction (23)

Wholesale and Retail Trade (6!
Hotels and catering (24
Transport, post any

Finance/property and busineX

Education (14)

95%

Health (16) 97%

Public admin and other servicé

Unweighted sample bases in parentheses
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Two-thirds of businesses that provide off-the-job training (67%) have funded or
arranged on-the-job training.

The propensity to fund or arrange any training is higher amongst businesses with
certain other positive characteristics such as:

Those that have formal business plans: Off-the-job; 58% (32% that do not)
On-the job; 56% (32% that do not);

Those reporting improved business
performance: Off-the-job; 57% (25% reporting deterioration)

On-the-job; 52% (38% reporting deterioration)

Multi-site businesses are significantly more likely than single site businesses to fund or
arrange any training: Off-the job; 60% (39% of single site); On-the-job; 60% (38% of
single site).

Skill shortages

All respondents were asked about the skills that they have found difficult to obtain.
Just over a quarter of businesses in Bedford (27%) reported any. This proportion
increases with business size, from 24% of 1-9 employers to 70% of 50+ employers.
The proportion reporting any skills that are difficult to obtain in Bedford is lower than
the county average (30%).

Identifying any skills shortages at all is linked to business size, since, as with
vacancies, there is a greater demand for staff across a range of skill areas in larger
businesses. However, the types of skills that are identified as difficult to obtain will
vary by the type of industrial activity businesses are involved in. This is summarised in
the table below.




Table 6: Skills that businesses have found difficult to obtain, unprompted, multiple
response (all respondents)

- g 33 n .
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Literacy 4 2 0 4 0 3 7 7 0
Numeracy 4 3 0 4 0 20 2 0
Basic IT skills 6 11 5 3 0 14 5 9 13
Advanced IT skills 7 7 5 4 0 0 11 12 2 6
Managerial Skills 4 0 1 1 3 14 5 2 6
Technical skills 7 5 5 8 4 0 10 0 6
Communication skills 4 1 0 4 4 17 6 7 0
Customer Service
skills 6 0 5 4 11 14 6 0 2 19
Sales and Marketing 5 4 5 5 1 14 5 0 2 19
Foreign Languages 6 6 5 2 3 0 9 8 2 6
Knowledge of English
among non-native 4 1 0 5 2 3 8 0 9 0
speakers
Team working skills 3 0 0 2 17 14 1 0 7 0
Problem solving skills 4 4 5 2 2 17 3 0 2 0
Technical, practical or
job specific skills 8 1 6 2 20 3 14 0 5 3
Other 2 4 0 1 0 0 1 8 0 0
None 73 73 94 77 78 80 61 80 88 69
Unweighted sample bases 280 33 23 65 24 10 83 14 16 11

Businesses within the public administration and other services sector are most likely to
identify skills that are difficult to obtain and these are most likely to involve customer
service and sales and marketing skills.

Technical, practical or job specific skills are most likely to be specified by finance,
property and business services businesses and hotels and catering establishments.
Hotels and catering establishments are also more likely than average to specify team
working and customer service skills.

Numeracy, but also communications and problem solving skills are most likely to be
needed within transport, post and telecommunications.




3.5 Skill gaps

While skill shortages involve skills that are difficult to obtain from outside the
organisation, skill gaps are those that are lacking in the existing workforce.

Respondents were asked if they could identify any of a range of skill gaps within their
existing workforce that restrict their business performance.

Just over a quarter of Bedford borough businesses (27%) identify any such skill gaps.
This compares with 33% across Bedfordshire.

The proportion of businesses with skills gaps increases with business size from 25% of
businesses with fewer than 25 employees to 49% of those with 25-49 employees to
64% of those with 50+ employees. Larger businesses are also more likely to identify
any of the individual skills to be lacking in their current workforce.

By sector, the proportion with skill gaps in their existing workforce is particularly high
within the health sector (43%) and agriculture/production (39%).

Rural-based businesses are more likely to identify any skill gaps than urban-based
ones (31%, compared with 25%).

The skill gaps identified (from a list) are as follows (as a percentage of all

respondents):
Advanced IT skills 9%
Technical, practical or job specific skills 9%
Sales and Marketing 8%
Technical skills 7%
Customer Service skills 7%
Communication skills 6%
Team working skills 6%
Problem solving skills 6%
Numeracy 5%
Basic IT skills 5%
Literacy 4%
Managerial Skills 4%
Knowledge of English among non-native speakers 3%
Foreign Languages 2%

Skill gaps by sector are presented in the table below. It highlights the wider range of
skill gaps within public administration and other services and relatively high levels of
demand for customer service and problem-solving skills in hotels and catering.




Table 7: Skill gaps in their existing workforce that restrict their business
performance, prompted, multiple response (all respondents)
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Literacy 4 5 15 4 0 3 0 7 0
Numeracy 5 15 4 7 6 0 2 0
Basic IT skills 5 5 5 5 1 0 8 2 13
Advanced IT skills 9 25 4 7 0 13 0 18 13
Managerial Skills 4 1 11 3 2 0 5 0 16
Technical skills 7 12 11 5 7 0 7 0 0 6
Communication skills 6 5 5 3 10 3 8 0 20
Customer Service
skills 7 1 5 5 25 0 6 0 2 23
Sales and Marketing 8 12 10 5 2 0 8 8 18 16
Foreign Languages 2 0 0 1 3 0 3 0 0 6
Knowledge of English
among non-native 3 0 5 4 2 3 3 0 2 0
speakers
Team working skills 6 4 5 5 17 0 3 16 0 3
Problem solving skills 6 8 10 5 24 3 5 0 0 0
Technical, practical or
job specific skills ° 5 5 6 15 0 16 0 2 3
None 73 61 78 81 65 94 70 75 57 64
Unweighted sample bases 280 33 23 65 24 10 83 14 16 11

Respondents were then asked about specific skill requirements that they feel, if
fulfilled, would enable their business to grow. A fifth (20%) mentioned at least one skill
(spontaneously), with more than three-quarters (77%) citing none.




Skills that would have a positive impact on business growth, mentioned by

respondents, included:

Marketing skills / experience

Sales skills

IT skills (inc. advanced IT / computer skills)
Customer service skills

Technical skills (unspecified)

Communication skills

Engineering skills / experience / qualifications /
training

Catering skills / qualifications

Teamwork, advertising and managerial skills were each mentioned by less than 1% of

respondents.

4%
3%
2%
1%
1%
1%

1%
1%




4 Business Performance

4.1

Businesses were asked about recent business performance and the factors impacting
on it and how they perceive their business developing in the near future. This section
also examines the prospects of physical growth of businesses and the need to
relocate.

Business performance in the last 12 months

Respondents were asked if their business performance in the last 12 months has
improved, remained stable or deteriorated. More than a third (36%) report an
improvement; around a fifth (21%) report deterioration and the remainder (43%) report
stability over the last year.

Business performance has taken a more positive turn in Bedford borough than
average across the county in the last 12 months, where 30% report an improvement
and a similar proportion (29%) report deterioration.

Within the borough, business performance has varied by sector, with improvement
most apparent in public administration and other services, wholesale and retail and
hotels and catering and deterioration most apparent in, again, public administration
and other services, and also in construction.

Figure 8: Business performance in the last 12 months, by sector (all respondents)

H Deteriorated ® Remained stable & Improved

Bedford Borough Council (28( f§21% 43% 36%
Agriculture/production (33) 33% 429 25%
Construction (23) B825% 46%
Wholesale and Retail Trade (6! B16% 429 42%
Hotels and catering (24 §16% 449 40%
Transport, post and telecommunications (1 f14% 58% 28%
Finance/property and business services (¢ B21% 409 39%
Education (14) 8% 64%
Health (16) BE33% 359 32%
Public admin and other services (1 31% 199

Unweighted sample bases in parentheses




4.2

Interestingly, businesses that have provided any training are significantly more likely
than those that have not to report an improvement, whilst those that have not provided
any training are significantly more likely to report some deterioration in business
performance.

off-the-job training: 48% improved; 40% remained stable; 12% deterioration
on-the-job training: 44% improved; 37% remained stable; 19% deterioration
no training: 26% improved; 45% remained stable; 28% deterioration

Similarly, those with formal business plans are significantly more likely than those
without to report an improvement in business performance.

With formal business plan: 46% improved; 37% remained stable; 17% deterioration

Without formal business plan: 29% improved; 47% remained stable; 25% deterioration

Business forecast for the next 12 months

Respondents were then asked about their expectations with regard to business
performance in the next 12 months. Around half (54%) anticipate an improvement;
less than one in ten (7%) anticipate some deterioration and the remainder (33%)
expect no change in the next year.

These expectations match those of businesses county-wide although businesses in
the borough of Bedford are slightly more likely to be optimistic. Across the county of
Bedfordshire, 51% of businesses anticipate an improvement; 10% anticipate some
deterioration.

Once again, within the borough, expectations of business performance for the next 12
months vary by sector, with the most optimistic businesses to be found in public
administration and other services and hotels and catering and deterioration most likely
to be expected within transport, post and telecommunications and finance, property
and business services.




Figure 9: Expectations of business performance in the next 12 months, by sector (all
respondents)

m Deteriorate ® Remain stable @ Improve

Bedford Borough Council (28( 7% 339/ 549

Agriculture/production (33) 4% 64%

Construction (23) 5% 42%

Wholesale and Retail Trade (6! 6%08823%

Hotels & catering (24008 35% 65%

Transport, post and telecommunications (1 F14% 28%
Finance/property & business services (€ F13% 30 549
Education (14D% 41% 51%
Health (16) 5908349 60%
Public admin & other services (1(3% 81%

Unweighted sample bases in parentheses

Once again, businesses that have provided any training are significantly more likely
than those that have not to be positive about the next 12 months, whilst those that
have not provided any training are significantly more likely to anticipate some
deterioration in business performance.

off-the-job training: 63% improve; 28% remain stable; 4% deteriorate
on-the-job training: 67% improve; 25% remain stable; 3% deteriorate
no training: 41% improve; 41% remain stable; 12% deteriorate

And again, those with formal business plans are significantly more likely than those
without to anticipate an improvement in business performance in the near future.

With formal business plan: 64% improve; 25% remain stable; 6% deteriorate

Without formal business plan: 44% improve; 40% remain stable; 8% deteriorate




4.3

There is some synergy between past and future success, as those that have
experienced an improvement in business performance in the last year are significantly
more likely to expect the positive trend to continue (73%, compared with 45% of those
that have reported stability and 40% of those that have experienced deterioration).

One in five businesses that have experienced deterioration in business performance in
the last year expect it to continue (20%); this compares with just 4% of other
businesses.

Constraints on business growth

Respondents were asked to consider a list of potential factors that could constrain
business growth and highlight those that apply to them.

Two factors particularly stand out amongst Bedford borough businesses; over-
regulation/red tape (43%) and transport costs, fuel etc (42%).

Figure 10: Factors that are considered to be constraints on business growth,
prompted, multiple response (all respondents)

Difficulties with obtaining planning permissic

Over regulation/red tape 43%

Transport costs e.g. fuel et 42%
Cash flow

Increasing competition

High cost of energy

Business rates

Interest rates/cost of finance

Lack of capital for investmen

High cost of labour

Lack of appropriate business suppc
Constraints with premises or locatio
Transport infrastructure (road, rail and se
Exchange rates

Lack of skilled labou

IT infrastructure/lack of Broadban

Lack of training available local 7%
Access to public transpor 5%
Servicing and access to business premi 5%
Other 6%
None 12%

Don't know 1%

Unweighted sample base = 280




The constraints identified by respondents vary by sector, but to some extent this
reflects location, with some sectors more likely to be based in urban than rural areas
and vice versa. Views by sector and broad geography are summarised in the table
below. Significantly higher proportions are highlighted in bold font.

Table 11: Factors that are considered by respondents to be constraints on the growth
of their business, prompted, multiple response (all respondents)

Location
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Lack of skilled

labour 12 21 10 9 26 6 10 8 5 16 8 20

High cost of
labour 16 15 10 20 35 6 16 0 9 28 16 17

Increasing
competition 33 33 33 36 37 34 34 20 35 20 36 25

Cash flow 35 44 52 36 35 34 24 40 | 38 45 34 | 37

Transport

infrastructure
(road, rail and 13 11 10 16 17 6 15 3 9 6 12 15

sea)

Access to
public 5 0 0 4 9 3 8 12 7 0 3 9

transport

Constraints
with premises 14 12 5 21 36 17 7 20 25 9 10 19
or location

Difficulties with

obtaining
planning 8 13 5 9 8 17 7 3 5 3 3 16

permission
IT

infrastructure/
lack of 8 9 3 6 15 17 8 8 16 16 9 7

Broadband
Exchangerates | 13 19 5 30 9 0 9 0 0 27 17 6

Interest
rates/cost of 28 23 20 25 43 28 30 28 14 38 27 29
finance

Lack of capital
for investment 26 31 18 23 39 34 25 23 0 34 24 | 29




Sector Location
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Lack of
training
. 7 4 1 1 7
available 0 6 8 0 9 6 8 0 6
locally
Transport

costs e.g. fuel 42 61 47 49 49 58 36 28 10 27 43 44
etc

High cost of
energy 31 40 38 31 51 51 17 28 37 47 33 30

Over
regulation/red 43 43 45 34 63 55 49 20 39 36 42 48
tape

Business rates 29 28 29 40 58 28 20 8 28 45 33 22

Lack of

appropriate

business 15 23 19 11 9 0 15 8 16 31 15 17
support

Servicing and

access to

business 5 8 0 10 1 17 * 16 18 6 6 4
premises

Other 6 1 6 8 9 14 6 12 0 0 8 4
None 12 11 15 4 5 14 15 19 16 16 15
Don't know 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 8 16 0 1 1
Unweighted 280 | 33 | 23 | 65 24 10 83 | 14 | 16| 11 | 177 | 94

sample bases

*denotes less than 0.5%

4.4 Opportunities for business growth

Respondents were asked about what they consider to be amongst the three greatest
opportunities for their business®6 growt h.

Some three-quarters of respondents were able to cite something. The most frequently
cited was that of new/more customers (including an improved customer base, more
work, account, sales etc) (14% of all respondents). However, just slightly fewer (12%)
cited an improved/stronger economy.



Figure 12: Opportunities for business growth, unprompted, multiple response i up to

3 (all respondents)

New / more customers (inc. improved custorX

Improved / stronger economy

More advertising

More qualified / skilled staff

Expand existing / into new markets (inc. foreigq

Keeping costs / bills / overheads low (inc. fu

Available funds / more mone»

Marketing

Improvement in the housing market / housiX

More / better / specific training

Council support / networking

People to spend / have more money / pul

Offering good / the right service

Enhance / develop website (inc. search eng

General election / stable government / chang&

Less red tape / regulations / legislatic

Low taxes

More support from banks (inc. flexible fundinyg

Level of employment (inc. employ more sta

Less competition (inc. from overseas marke

Customer service

More brand / public awareness / reputatiol

Increased product range

The location of the business (inc. local are

Transport links (inc. public transport / ro¥

Internet access / opportunities (inc. broadban

Competitive pricing

2%
2%
2%
2%
2%
2%
2%
2%
2%
2%
2%
2%

14%

Unweighted sample base = 280




