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A resilient jobs market, with relatively strong business hiring intentions for 
the next quarter, is welcome news during this uncertain period for the UK 
economy. The fact that many businesses are continuing to hire staff is positive 
for jobseekers, but policymakers should be very alarmed about the scale of 
the skills shortages that continue to bedevil firms – particularly in many of the 
sectors where access to labour will be critical for manufacturing and export 
performance following Brexit.    

With 80 per cent of construction firms and 71 per cent of transport and 
distribution businesses facing difficulties recruiting the right staff in this quarter, 
the ongoing lack of suitably-qualified people to fill highly-skilled manual and 
technical roles is a frustrating story that cannot be allowed to continue.

Our message to all political parties, both during the current General Election 
and beyond, is that whoever forms the next government must double down 
on investment in high-quality technical and vocational education at all levels; 
reduce business costs so firms can back this up with on-the-job training and 
apprenticeships; and deliver a practical and flexible immigration system that 
provides access to skills at all levels when the right local talent is not available. 

People are at the heart of every business. The UK’s education, training and 
immigration systems must be reformed and improved to ensure that businesses 
can deliver for people and places as well as profit.

The labour market remains one of the strongest pillars of the UK economy, and 
in the previous quarter, there were almost 750,000 vacancies advertised on 
Totaljobs, driving over 13 million applications from the UK workforce.

Despite economic uncertainty, our latest research indicates that the labour 
market is buoyant, and with over a quarter of businesses looking to expand 
their workforce with an increased headcount in Q4, this looks set to continue.

However, it’s notable that skills shortages continue to affect businesses UK-
wide, and as such, regardless of wider economic concerns, employers should 
be mindful that they are doing what’s necessary to attract and retain the best 
talent on offer.

Totaljobs research shows that workers are particularly driven by professional 
development and training, clear progression paths, and a healthy work-life 
balance. It’s vital that employers put these things front of mind and continue 
to drive investment in their people in order to keep staff engaged, and drive 
business output during a dip in the economy.

WELCOME TO THE Q3 2019  
QUARTERLY RECRUITMENT OUTLOOK
The British Chambers of Commerce (BCC) Quarterly Recruitment Outlook 
(QRO), in partnership with Totaljobs, is the UK’s largest independent survey 
of labour market conditions, based on more than 6,400 responses from firms 
across the UK.
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In Q3 2019...

54%
of businesses said they attempted to recruit 
staff, compared with 60% in Q2 2019

Of these businesses...

73%
said they experienced recruitment 
difficulties, compared with 64% in Q2 2019

Of the businesses facing recruitment difficulties...

faced 
difficulties for 
skilled manual 

or technical 
roles

faced 
difficulties for 
professional 

or managerial 
roles

faced 
difficulties for 
clerical roles

faced 
difficulties 
for semi or 

unskilled roles

48% 48% 19% 27%

The British Chambers of Commerce surveyed more than 6,400 business people from across the UK online between 26 August 
and 16 September 2019. 93% of business surveyed were SMEs (firms with fewer than 250 employees).

27% of businesses expect their 
workforce to increase

65% of businesses expect their 
workforce to remain constant

Employment growth expectations over the next three months

..........................................

...........................................

..........................

of businesses expect their 
workforce to decrease 8%

The Quarterly Recruitment Outlook (QRO) found that the percentage of UK firms facing 
recruitment difficulties has returned to previous highs in Q3 2019, while one in four 
businesses expect to increase headcount.
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SECTOR BREAKDOWN
Skills shortages were predominantly felt across skilled manual roles and professional roles, 
with 71 per cent of transport and distribution businesses facing difficulties recruiting the right 
staff. In the run up to Christmas, 70,000 transport and distribution roles were advertised on 
Totaljobs in Q3, receiving an average of 23 applications per vacancy. 

The view from business

In the TRANSPORT AND DISTRIBUTION* sector...

66% of firms attempted 
to recruit 71% reported recruitment 

difficulties

In the CONSTRUCTION* sector...

62% of firms attempted 
to recruit 80% reported recruitment 

difficulties

In the RETAIL/WHOLESALE* sector...

44% of firms attempted 
to recruit 68% reported recruitment 

difficulties

*359 respondents

*192 respondents

*550 respondents

“We are very worried about recruiting semi-skilled labour, such 
as room attendants, waiting staff, and general hotel staff. The 
majority of applications we receive are not from the EU, with almost 
zero applicants from the UK” Small hospitality firm, member of 
Cambridgeshire Chambers of Commerce
“Increased demand for staff across a number of sectors is squeezing 
the job market further” Mid-sized professional services firm, member 
of Doncaster Chamber of Commerce
“Obtaining experienced staff at a competitive rate is a key challenge 
for our organisation.” Mid-sized construction firm, member of Greater 
Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
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COMPANY SIZE BREAKDOWN
Although over half (54 per cent) of UK businesses tried to recruit in Q3 2019, just one in four 
(28%) micro- businesses attempted to recruit. In contrast, 75% of small and mid-sized businesses 
(250+ employees) and 90% of large businesses (250+ employees) recruited in the same period.  

MICRO  
businesses*...

SMALL and MIDSIZED  
businesses*...

LARGE  
businesses*...

28% 74% 90%
of firms with fewer 
than 10 employees 

attempted to recruit 

of firms with 10 
to 249 employees 

attempted to recruit 

of firms with more 
than 250 employees 
attempted to recruit 

68%
reported 

recruitment 
difficulties

75%
reported 

recruitment 
difficulties

76%
reported 

recruitment 
difficulties

*2,995 respondents *3,097 respondents *389 respondents



QUARTERLY RECRUITMENT OUTLOOK Q3 2019 l 5

REGIONAL BREAKDOWN

The below chart is a geographical breakdown - by broad UK region - of the businesses 
that faced difficulties in recruiting in Q3.

The percentage of businesses reporting 
recruitment difficulties in Q3 2019 by UK region: 

59%
Scotland

80%

Northern 
Ireland

70%

North of 
England

73%
Midlands

78%

South of 
England

87%
Wales

“Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce members have been reporting recruitment difficulties 
for several quarters. This a partly a result of Greater Manchester’s labour market being the fullest it’s 
been for a decade, with 73% of those who can work, employed. 

With new government programmes such as the National Retraining Scheme and the digital 
inclusion projects, businesses have the opportunity to attract and retain staff from different talent 
pools to help fill vacancies. This will ensure that employment in Greater Manchester continues to 
grow and at the same time give more opportunities to Greater Manchester’s workforce.

Joy Stewart, Director of Skills Policy, Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce

“
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The British Chambers of Commerce represents and campaigns for business. Our roots are local, 
but our reach is global. We’re owned by, and work for, a network of Chambers of Commerce that 
champion and support our members all across the UK and in countries and markets around the 
world.

Our unique perspective gives us unparalleled insight into British business communities – every 
sector, every size, everywhere. They trust us to be their advocates, and we’re passionate about 
helping them trade and grow.  Working together with Chambers, we drive change from the 
ground up – and our bottom line is helping companies, places and people achieve their potential. 

For more information about this report, contact:

David Bharier, Head of Research  d.bharier@britishchambers.org.uk

Visit the BCC website: www.britishchambers.org.uk or on Twitter @britishchambers.

Totaljobs offers employers of all shapes and sizes access to the Totaljobs network. With a mix 
of generalist and specialist job boards, crossing the breadth and depth of the UK workforce, the 
Totaljobs network consists of Totaljobs, Jobsite, CareerStructure, City Jobs, eMedCareers, Just 
Engineers and RetailChoice. These brands provide access to 19 million searchable CVs, and record 
over 4 million applications from qualified jobseekers every month.

With a head office in London and offices in Birmingham, Havant, Cardiff, Leeds, Manchester, 
Nottingham and Glasgow, Totaljobs Group also consists of Caterer.com, CatererGlobal, CWJobs 
and Milkround. Together these brands are the UK division of StepStone Group, one of the world’s 
largest e-recruitment businesses.

Visit the Totaljobs website: recruiting.totaljobs.com or  
visit www.linkedin.com/company/totaljobs


