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The competitiveness factor 



	01 April, 2016

 


Manufacturers are motived by many business drivers. These are likely to include R&D and innovation; seeking to offer customers something that other companies cannot provide – whether that’s just a small but important tweak to something that is already established on the market, or something that is based more on ‘blue-skies’ thinking. A business could also have strong environmental aspirations – keen to set a high standard for other companies to follow in order to help mitigate the deleterious effect industry can have on our planet. But, of course, one of the most non-negotiable drivers has to be competitiveness. This is critical not just from the point of view of simply continuing to survive, but also in order to ensure a company is a strong and established player in its chosen market sector – producing quality goods while also having the ability to scale-up to meet increased demand for its products or services as and when necessary.


 Indeed, improving competitiveness is a key priority for British manufacturing, with nearly nine in ten manufacturers looking to invest to improve efficiency and productivity, according to the latest Attitudes to Business Investment survey from UK asset finance provider, Lombard. The research – carried out on behalf of Lombard by Research Now involving interviews with 750 UK businesses with a turnover of £2 million to £25 million, including 100 manufacturing businesses – reveals some 87 per cent of manufacturers in the survey said they were investing to improve efficiency. Four in five manufacturers (80 per cent) are planning to invest to support export in 2016, while for a third (33 per cent) of manufacturers, export will be the main area of investment in 2016. There was also an acknowledgement of the need for Government support, with 70 per cent of manufacturers saying that they would like to see more done to encourage export activity, particularly when it comes to cutting red tape.
 Ian Isaac, head of Lombard, believes it is very encouraging that UK manufacturers are taking an enterprising approach to the importance of investing to secure their place in the competitive global arena. He says the findings of the survey indicate that UK manufacturers are very aware of what they need to do in order to secure ongoing and sustainable growth. “Within their business plans, investment aimed at securing innovation, improving productivity and establishing strong export markets will continue to be fundamental to securing the future health of the UK economy,” said Isaac.
 The Attitudes to Business Investment survey would appear to be very much in tune with what EEF The Manufacturer’s Organisation has found from its members. Lee Hopley, chief economist at EEF, believes it is the worst kept secret that the UK has a big productivity challenge. “We’ve lost a lot of ground since the financial crisis, but the UK has some real potential strength in its industrial sector, which historically has a good track record in delivering productivity gains,” he said. Hopley added that the need for a “laser-like focus” on driving through efficiency improvements, innovating and investing in new technologies is central to the business model of manufacturers, a fact confirmed in this new research. “While we see lots of concrete steps being taken by manufacturers to grow and be competitive in a challenging economic climate, it’s never job done,” he said.
 To get manufacturing growth and productivity on a stronger trajectory Hopley wants to see more companies investing in major technological advances, a strong commitment to industrial strategy from government and finance providers working in partnership with industry to make investment plans a reality. The survey is indicative that many UK manufacturers recognise the importance of investment in innovation in order to drive competitiveness and efficiency and to meet the demands of the global marketplace. However, as Isaac remarks, it will be vital that the broader UK economy adopts this strategy of ongoing investment so that the UK continues to move forward.
 Ed Holden


 Editor
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