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• The recovery in the UK printing and printed packaging 
industry suffered a setback in Q4, unfortunately forecasts 
for Q1 suggests that the Covid-19 resurgence and resulting 
mix of lockdown measures and post-Brexit disruption will 
be a drag on recovery for many businesses. 

• The confidence rollercoaster looks set to continue into 2021 as 
confidence faltered in Q4 2020 and looks set to dive in Q1 2021.

• Dealing with the economic impact of Covid-19 remains the 
most important business concern for businesses; it was 
selected by over three-fifths (62%) of respondents.

• Restraints on demand as a result of the Covid-enforced 
slowdown continues to be the most voiced challenge 
blocking the road to recovery.

• Extensions and flexibility in the Government’s furlough 
scheme has had the effect of filtering redundancy decisions 
by companies over a period of time. Many redundancy 
decisions have already been made (and actioned) whilst 
some have been put on hold until there is more certainty 
around the future details on the job retention scheme.

• Businesses have been vocal about the lack of support 
for the supply chain to hospitality, retail and leisure 
sectors and a mixed and inconsistent response from local 
authorities with regard to accessing their discretionary 
funds.

• Companies continue to express a range of concerns 
regarding the impact Brexit may have on their business; 
however there are now three clear priorities – supplies, 
barriers and costs.

• The number one ranked opportunity following Brexit, 
selected by 48% of respondents, was that there would 
be a boost to business from onshoring – i.e. business 
returning to the UK as a result of increased costs or greater 
obstructions around placing work in the EU.

• Industry capacity utilisation has faltered in January, 
in comparison with October – but remains above the 
restricted levels reported in July and May last year. 

• For the vast majority of companies cost inflation continued 
to remained largely subdued in Q4, though pressure from 
increases seems to be intensifying.

• Investment intentions for plant and machinery in 2020 will 
have been radically altered as the year’s events unfolded; 
intentions for 2021 are now broadly flat. Training and 
retraining investment plans are only a little more positive, 
whilst investment towards product and process innovation 
is set to attract the most attention this year.

• Late payment remains a concern for many companies in 
the printing industry and printers are continuing to report 
that they are under pressure to accept longer payment 
terms from some customers.

• One quite worrying side-effect of the pandemic is that 
there have been instances of clients pressurising printers 
to discount and re-invoice for work that has already been 
done, delivered and invoiced yet not been paid for.

CONFIDENCE ERODED AS Q4 OUTPUT CURTAILED 
– A FURTHER DOWNTURN IS NOW UNDERWAY IN 
Q1 BUT VACCINE ROLL-OUT PROVIDES HOPE

TREND SUMMARY

BPIF RESEARCH – Q1 2021

Indicator Q4 Balance Change (q-on-q) Q1 Forecast Change (q-on-q)

Output -9 ↓ -24 ↓

Orders -18 ↓ -25 ↓

Confidence -4 ↓ -33 ↓

Employment -37 ↓ -5 ↑

Exports 9 ↑ -5 ↓

Margins -25 ↓ -29 ↓

Key

↑ positive and improving ↑ negative but less so than previously

↓ positive but less so than previously ↓ negative and deteriorating

= positive and unchanged = negative and unchanged
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OUTPUT AND ORDERS
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VOLUME OF OUTPUT - RECOVERY CUT-OFF IN 
Q4 AHEAD OF EXPECTED Q1 DECLINE

The output balance of -9 was just below the forecast of -7 for 
Q4. A balance of -24 is forecast for Q1.

INDUSTRY TRENDS

The recovery in the UK printing and printed packaging 
industry suffered a setback in Q4 and is now expected to 
see a decline on the volume of orders and output in Q1. The 
Covid-19 outbreak hit at the end of Q1, Q2 bore the brunt 
of the impact and whilst Q3 exhibited a recovery, of sorts, 
Q4 experienced a halt on that recovery path. Unfortunately 
forecasts for Q1 suggest that the Covid-19 resurgence 
and resulting mix of lockdown measures and post-Brexit 
disruption will be a drag on recovery for many businesses.

The latest Printing Outlook survey reveals that 29% of 
printers managed to increase their output levels in the final 
quarter of 2020. One-third (33%) were able to hold output 
steady, whilst 38% were adversely affected by a decline in 
output. The resulting balance (the difference between the 
ups and the downs) was -9, only just below the -8 reported 
in Q3 and just much in-line with the Q4 forecast (-7). 
Output has yet to return to the positive zone (where more 
companies report an improvement rather than a decline). 

This is the first instance output in the fourth quarter has 
reported a negative balance, and as such it is the first 
occasion that Printing Outlook has displayed a negative 
output balance for four consecutive quarters.

Printers are now expecting activity levels to take a turn for 
the worse in Q1 2021. Output growth is forecast to increase 
for 21% of companies, and just over one-third (34%) predict 
that they will be able to hold output levels steady in Q1. 
However, almost half (45%) expect output levels to decline. 
That leaves a forecasted balance of -24 for the volume of 

output in Q1. It is worth noting that not all of this downturn 
is related to Brexit or Covid-19 issues; for example many 
packaging companies, that have been operating at a generally 
high level of capacity, will experience a normal seasonal 
downturn in Q1.

Generally the volume of orders balance remains very similar 
to that for output, though it was more negative in Q4. 28% of 
respondents reported that the volume of domestic orders in 
Q4 increased, and just over one-quarter (26%) held orders 
stable. That left 46% that experienced a decline in orders. 
The resulting balance (-18) is a downturn from -8 in Q3, and 
below the forecasted balance – also -8.

Order growth is forecast to deteriorate further in Q1. One-
fifth (20%) of respondents predict that their order levels 
will increase, 35% believe that orders will remain stable and 
45% predict that their orders will decline in Q1. The resulting 
forecasted balance is -25.

When asked further about the state of their current order 
books (in January 2021) – ‘better than normal for the time of 
year’ order books were reported by 16% of respondents. 25% 
reported that order books were ‘normal’ and 59% reported 
having ‘worse than normal’ order books for the time of year. 
The resulting balance is still significantly negative (--43) 
worse than in October (-36) but not as negative as in July 
(-57) and May (-68).

As previously reported, our other research reports 
specifically targeted towards the impacts of Covid-19 show 
the extent of the damage and suffering in the industry. 
The immediate impact, back in March, was an average drop 
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VOLUME OF ORDERS - FIRMS STRUGGLE TO GET 
WORK IN AMIDST NEW LOCKDOWN

The orders balance of -18 is below the forecasted balance of 
-8. A balance of -25 is expected for Q1. 
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PRINTING TURNOVER - EXCLUDING CARTONS, 
LABELS AND PAPER STATIONERY

in order levels of 65%. Some firms where furloughing 
employees and shutting operations entirely, however the 
varying sectors serviced and products manufactured by the 
industry meant that a majority of companies where able to 
keep certain key operations going with a skeleton staff. Many 
companies supplying critical sectors such as food, drink, 
pharma, and the NHS etc. had a maintained demand but 
faced other crucial H&S, HR and productivity challenges.

In the Q2 period there was a real diversity in how companies 
have been affected by and reacted to the ongoing Covid-19 
crisis. The Government’s support schemes, particularly the 
Job Retention Scheme, were key for the many that accessed 
them. Companies moved from ‘survival mode’ – with the 
emphasis on cost control measures and adapting to new 
markets (PPE manufacture and display graphics) and business 
models – through to dealing with lingering uncertainty and 
the struggle to get sales and orders into the business.

Q3 experienced a more turbulent recovery for a significant 
number of companies. A challenging summer period and 
concerns over the ‘second wave’ of Covid-19 is affecting 
confidence and order placement. As companies are being 
weaned off Government support measures before activity 
levels have recovered there is a stark realisation that costs 
need to be further adjusted accordingly, and rising concerns 
about keeping skilled workforces intact.

The final quarter of the year has fallen well short of ‘normal’ 
expectations; extended lockdowns have disrupted the 
recovery and a number of firms took a longer than normal 
seasonal break in December. The start of the vaccine roll-out 
does provide hope for 2021 but there is a realisation that a 
spike in Covid-19 needs to be contained before the economy 
can be let loose.

The latest data from the Office for National Statistics helps 
to depict the impact on the industry and show the path of 
the recovery. For a classification of the printing industry that 
excludes cartons, labels and paper stationery data shoes that 
in March 2020 monthly turnover was £839 million – 17% down 
on March 2019.

In April, turnover had fallen to £510 million – a drop of 39% 
from March and 42% below the turnover in April 2019. In 
May 2020 turnover was up 3%, in comparison to April 2020, 
to £526 million, though still 41% lower than May 2019. June 
experienced a 24% increase (from May) to £655 million – 24% 
down on June 2019.

Turnover increased by 7% in July to £700 million (22% 
down on July 2019) and then unfortunately declined by 
5% in August to £668 million – 28% down on August 2019. 

September exhibited a healthy step towards recovery, with 
19% growth from August to reach £797 million; yet remained 
21% down on September 2019.

October showed a further small recovery, 4% from 
September, to reach £828 million – but was 21% down on 
September 2019. November was unchanged from October 
at £828 million – 15% down on November 2019. Data for 
December has just been released – is reveals that turnover 
fell by 2.6% from November (-4% on December 2019) – to 
£798 million. The annual data shows that industry turnover 
contracted by 20.3% in 2020 (reduced to -16% once the 
carton, label and paper stationery sectors are factored in). 
January is not yet available but current expectations are 
that the monthly turnover total will show an additional 
contraction. 

To compare the latest figures to some historical data, the 
previous biggest drop occurred towards the end of 2008, 
stimulated by the financial crisis. In November 2008 industry 
turnover was £1.1 billion, 18% down on November 2007 
(September, October and November are often the peak 
months in terms of turnover generation). On that occasion 
the industry never recovered the lost turnover – the fact 
that monthly turnover has only passed the November 2008 
level on two occasions since is testament to this. The current 
crisis is clearly significantly more concerning and widespread 
than the financial crisis comparison. However, the industry 
is incredibly resilient, diverse (this turnover analysis excludes 
much of the considerable printed packaging sector which has 
been considerably more stable) and dynamic. 

Companies remain hopeful that once businesses are given 
the opportunity to trade they will be able to build a recovery 
in industry turnover. However, it will be a challenge for a 
boost from new products and sectors to be permanent 
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INDUSTRY TRENDS

and plentiful enough to offset a likely expedited structural 
decline in some other sectors. 

The vaccine roll-out does provide hope that the economic 
recovery will indeed gather steam in 2021 and that companies 
will be able re-open for business with a reduced threat from 
continued severe lockdowns.  

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE

The confidence rollercoaster looks set to continue into 
2021 as confidence faltered in Q4 2020 and looks set to 
dive in Q1 2021. Confidence had improved in Q3 following 
its crisis in Q2, however a Covid-19 resurgence in Q4 and a 
strengthening of lockdown restrictions took its toll in Q4. 
Confidence was slightly uplifted in Q4 from the vaccine 
success announcement and the subsequent roll-out, but 
there is a realisation that this is unlikely to have much of 
an economic impact until later this year. The Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement reached (late in Q4) between the UK 
and the EU has also been met with some relief.

Confidence in the general state of trade improved in Q4 
for 31% of respondents; a further 34% believed that it had 
remained unchanged. That left just over one-third (35%) 
reported that the general state of trade had worsened in Q4. 
The resulting balance was -4, well below the Q3 balance (+13) 
but above the Q4 forecast of -12.
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GENERAL STATE OF THE TRADE - CONFIDENCE 
FALTERED IN Q4 AND HAS ERODED IN Q1

The Q4 balance of -4 was above the forecast of -12. A balance 
of -33 is forecast for Q1.

Unfortunately expectations for confidence have taken a 
downturn for Q1. The continued lockdown restrictions 
amidst the Covid-19 resurgence are impacting upon this. 
Some companies have also been adversely affected by Brexit-
related issues – primarily disruption caused the lack of time 

available to adjust to the new rules and procedures following 
the Brexit deal. 45%) of respondents expect the general state 
of trade to deteriorate in Q1. 44% expect that the general 
state of trade in the industry will remain unchanged in Q1 
and only 12% forecast an improvement. The resulting forecast 
balance is therefore -33 for Q1 2021.

The negative confidence forecast is more striking when the 
comparison is with Q1 2020. With 70% of firms reporting 
a deterioration in confidence, compared to last year, and 
14% an improvement – the overall balance for the annual Q1 
comparison is -56.

Respondents are often more positive when commenting 
upon the performance and prospects for their own company 
than they are when evaluating wider industry performance. 
However, this year only just under one-quarter (24%) of all 
respondents reported that there business are ‘expanding’ (it 
was approximately half in the both 2020 and 2019). About half 
(49%) classified themselves within the ‘stabilising’ category 
and 19% reported that they were ‘surviving’ (up from 9% this 
time last year). 8% placed themselves in the ‘contracting’ 
category; up from 4% in 2020 and 2019 but remarkably low 
given the circumstances in the last year.

24%

49%

19%

8%

0%

Expanding

Stabilising

Surviving

Contracting

Winding down

Source: BPIF Printing Outlook

CURRENT POSITION OF BUSINESS - DIFFICULT 
CLIMATE FOR MANY COMPANIES

Dealing with the economic impact of Covid-19 remains 
the most important business concern for businesses; it 
was selected by over three-fifths (62%) of respondents. 
There is also a growing concern about the survival of major 
customers (selected by 44% of respondents) and, after some 
tome out of the top three concerns, competitor pricing 
below cost has reappeared in the top three (also with 44%).
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Restraints on demand as a result of the Covid-enforced 
slowdown continues to be the most voiced challenge 
blocking the road to recovery. Following on from our 
research on the initial impacts of Covid-19, and subsequently 
the Government’s support schemes, we have incorporated 
some further Covid-specific research into Printing Outlook.
A ‘lack of demand’ remains, by some way, the most 
commonly selected operational challenge – chosen by 
73% of respondents. Concerns over employee absence – 
due to illness have increased for it to become the second 
most commonly selected challenge; chosen by 54% of 
respondents. Maintaining social distancing in the workplace 
was the third ranked challenge with selection by 29% of 
respondents. 
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TOP 3 BUSINESS CONCERNS - % OF RESPONDENTS 
SELECTING

COVID-19 RESTART
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COVID-19 RESTART - OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES

companies. 16% are concerned about controlling the use of, 
and maintaining the cleanliness, of shared amenities.

Extensions and flexibility in the Government’s furlough 
scheme has had the effect of filtering redundancy decisions 
by companies over a period of time. Many redundancy 
decisions have already been made (and actioned) whilst some 
have been put on hold until there is more certainty around 
the future details on the job retention scheme. Almost 
two-thirds (65%) of companies do not expect to make any 
redundancies before the end of March. The remaining 35% 
anticipate some redundancies but they are mostly only 
small proportions of their workforce. 19% expect they will 
need to make 1-5% of their workforce redundant, 4% of 
firms are faced with redundancies in the range of 6-10%, 7 
of companies expecting to make 11-15% redundant, 3% are 
considering 16-20% of their workforce and 2% anticipate that 
over 21% of their employees are going to be made redundant 
before the end of March. 

Employee absence due to school closures and supply 
shortages of imported materials were selected by 27% and 
29% of respondents respectively – both just outside the 
top three but still a concern for a significant number of 

Time working from home has been extended for many, 
where possible. However, 86% of businesses expect to 
have at least 50% of their employees, who are currently 
working from home, back in the office – at least to some 
regular degree – by the end of March. 25% of firms plan to 
have all employees back; 30% approximately three-quarters 
of employees; 31% half of employees; 9% one-quarter of 
employees – that leaves 5% expecting to have no temporary 
homeworkers back in the office before the end of March.

Despite the requirement to have some office-based 
employees there remains a realisation that working practices 
will become more flexible for many. Almost half (49%) of 
respondents have reported that their business intends to 
facilitate continued working from home for at least one day a 
week. 20% of firms intend to allow permanent home working 
for 2 days a week and 17% for 3-4 days a week.
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COVID-19 RESTART - REDUNDANCIES BY END OF MARCH
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COVID-19 RESTART - EMPLOYEES HOME TO 
OFFICE BY END OF MARCH

BREXIT

When it comes to getting their salesforce back out on-the-
road – the timeline has been extended; only 8% say their 
sales staff are already out and about (down from 24% last 
quarter). Only a further 7% expect them to be so by the end 
of Q1 2021. 56% don’t expect their sales staff to be out until 
the end of Q2 2021 and 10% not until the end of Q3 2020. 19% 
have said that they don’t foresee their sales staff being on-
the-road until there is a Covid-19 vaccine.
COVID-19 RESTART - SALES STAFF ON-THE-ROAD
 
Fewer companies are currently allowing external guests in. 
Only one-fifth (20%) are permitting external clients or guests 
on to their premises for face-to-face meetings (down from 
51% last quarter); a further 8% expect to do so by the end of 
Q1 2021. An additional 49% anticipate allowing external guests 
in by the end of Q2 2021 and 13% by the end of Q3 2021. 
That leaves 10% of businesses that don’t anticipate allowing 
external guests on their premises for face-to-face meetings 
until there is a Covid-19 vaccine.
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COVID-19 RESTART - EMPLOYEES PERMANENT 
HOME-WORKING

Businesses have been vocal about the lack of support for the 
supply chain to hospitality, retail and leisure sectors and a 
mixed and inconsistent response from local authorities with 
regard to accessing their discretionary funds. Companies 
are also very keen to see uncertainty removed regarding 
extensions to some of the Government’s existing support 
schemes. A number of respondents have also expressed a 
desire for key workers to be prioritised in the vaccine rollout; 
though there is also some concern about dealing with 
employees that refuse the vaccine.
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COVID-19 RESTART - EXTERNAL GUESTS ALLOWED IN

BREXIT

The Brexit Transition Period has ended and the UK has now 
officially left the EU single market and customs union. A 
Trade and Cooperation Agreement was announced on 24 
December, then at 11pm on 31 December 2020 the UK exited 
the EU. Whilst the preparation time to adjust to the deal was 
limited many in the printing industry (as previous editions 
of Printing Outlook have detailed) will be relieved that a no-
deal situation has been avoided.

Companies continue to express a range of concerns regarding 
the impact Brexit may have on their business; however there 
are now three clear priorities – supplies, barriers and costs. 
The primary concern remains maintaining a reliable and 
secure supply chain, there is an awareness that many inputs 
(in particular paper and board) do not originate in the UK. 
Supply chain security was selected by 60% of respondents. 
Now that Brexit has occurred, non-tariff barriers have 
attracted more attention – this came through as the second 
most pressing concern (selected by 55% of respondents), 
ahead of general cost inflation (with 49%). 
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TOP 3 BREXIT CONCERNS - % OF 
RESPONDENTS SELECTING

14

48

12

28

47

14

4

20

23

0 20 40 60

New non-EU markets

Onshoring

Reduced red tape

Government support

Home-grown support

Automation

Overseas investment

New products and services

No opportunities

Source: BPIF Printing Outlook

TOP 3 BREXIT OPPORTUNITIES - % OF 
RESPONDENTS SELECTING

CAPACITY

Brexit has contributed to the cloud of uncertainty above the 
business environment in recent years – hopefully now at lost 
some of that cloud will dissipate. There is likely to be some 
adjusting but there will also be opportunities to exploit.

The number one ranked opportunity following Brexit, 
selected by 48% of respondents, was that there would be a 
boost to business from onshoring – i.e. business returning to 
the UK as a result of increased costs or greater obstructions 
around placing work in the EU. The next ranked opportunity, 
selected by 47% of all respondents, was that there would 
be a general swelling of home-grown support for British 
business. The third ranked opportunity was that there would 
be increased Government support due to extra pressure to 
support small and medium sized businesses. However, 23% 
of respondents felt that that there are no opportunities for 
them to exploit.

Brexit-related comments from companies do suggest a 
polarisation to the impact of Brexit upon the industry. 
Understandably companies serving local clients and 
markets are not too concerned, so long as their supplies 
are able to maintain flow and costs. However, companies 
in Northern Ireland (and those trading with companies in 
Northern Ireland and into the EU) have been more vocal in 
the disruptions they are facing. Companies have reported 
delays to the movement of goods through customs, 
difficulty finding hauliers and couriers, confusion over 
new paperwork, rules or origin and disputes over trading 
arrangements and VAT responsibilities with clients.

Industry capacity utilisation has faltered in January, in 
comparison with October – but remains above the restricted 
levels reported in July and May last year. 51% of companies 
were operating at less than 50% capacity in May, this had 
fallen to 30% in July and was down to 9% in October; 
this has actually decreased to 8% in January but it is the 
higher capacity levels that have downshifted. The most 
common capacity level in January was 50-59% with 23% of 
respondents.

In January, 3% (as in October and July) of companies were 
working to full capacity (meaning 97% were working below 
full capacity) marginally below the average full capacity level 
for the last five years. However, only 50% of companies were 
operating at capacity levels in excess of 70%, down from 62% 
in October (though still greater than the 35% in July and 27% 
in May). This is now further away from the average level for 
the last five years (74%). The ‘above’ and ‘below’ capacity 
chart has been amended to reflect a more descriptive above 
and below 70% capacity proportion of respondents rather 
than above and below 100% capacity. 
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CAPACITY - UTIISATION HAS DETERIORATED BUT 
STILL LESS THAN 1-IN-10 BELOW 50%
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EMPLOYMENT

PRICES

This now more clearly depicts the changing capacity levels 
in the current climate. Undoubtedly some of the reported 
reduction in capacity this quarter will be an entirely seasonal 
effect, primarily experienced on this occasion by companies 
in the packaging sector experiencing a Q4 boost followed by 
a Q1 downturn. 
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Cost of paper & board - stable for most in Q3 and Q4
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CAPACITY - % OF FIRMS ABOVE 70% MOVED FURTHER 
AWAY FROM 5-YEAR AVERAGE

Employment levels decreased, on balance, in Q4 – 
primarily because fewer companies (than in Q3) recruited 
and a similarly high proportion of companies decreased 
employment levels. The employment balance in Q4 was -37, 
a deterioration from -25 in Q3 and almost as low as the -40 
reported in Q2. 10% of firms increased their employment 
levels in Q4 whilst 47% reduced them. That left 43% that 
kept employment levels steady. The employment balance 
was only worse than the forecast for Q4 (-25). The CJRS has 
certainly been a most-welcomed cost-saver for companies 
but there has been some uncertainty surrounding the 
deadlines and potential for further extensions to the scheme 
which means that redundancies have not been entirely 
circumvented, though at least they have tended to drip 
through rather than flooding through all at once.

The forecast for Q1 suggests an easing in job losses for now. 
Over one-fifth of respondents (22%) have reported that they 
will reduce employment levels. 17% are now predicting that 
they will increase their workforce, whilst 61% are expecting 
to hold levels steady – providing an expected balance of -5 
for employment in Q1.

Pricing pressure stabilised in Q4; though some negative 
pressure still persists. 11% of respondents were able to 
increase prices in Q4, whilst 75% were able to hold them 
steady. That left 14% of respondents experiencing price 
reductions. The resulting Q4 balance (-3) is considerably less 
negative than the balance from Q3 (-21).

A balance of -37 was well below the forecast of -25. A balance 
of -5 is projected for Q1.
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EMPLOYMENT - Q4 FELL BEYOND EXPECTATIONS, 
MORE STABILITY IN Q1

Four-fifths (80%) of respondents, do not expect to see any 
change in domestic selling prices during Q1. 15% believe they 
will be forced to reduce prices, and 5% predict that they 
will be able to increase prices in Q1. The resulting forecasted 
balance is -10, which is now above the average ‘actual’ 
balance (-17) over the last four years.

The domestic prices balance of -3 was significantly above the 
forecast of -25. A balance of -10 is projected for Q1.

AVERAGE PRICES (DOMESTIC) - DOWNWARD 
PRESSURE EASED IN Q4
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COSTS

For the vast majority of companies cost inflation continued 
to remained largely subdued in Q4, though pressure from 
increases seems to be intensifying. Increasing energy costs 
have been providing the most inflationary pressure in Q4, 
whilst wage inflation has continued to be subdued by the 
take-up of the job retention scheme.

After a four-year period of stability, paper and board price 
increases returned strongly in 2016. They intensified throughout 
2017, climbed further in 2018 and in early 2019. However, paper 
and board prices increases largely stalled in Q2 2019, eased 
further in Q3 and have remained relatively subdued since 
Q4 2019. There has been market signalling for future price 
increases, but as yet little evidence of increases sticking. 77% 
of responding companies reported stable paper and board 
costs in Q4, 8% reported a decrease. That left 15% experiencing 
increased costs. The resulting balance was therefore +7, up 
from -3 in Q3 and above the forecast for Q4 (+2).

Fewer (61%) of respondents continue to expect price stability 
in Q1. 35% predict that there will be some increases in Q1 
and 4% forecast a decrease. The resulting balance for the Q1 
forecast is therefore +31. If realised this would be the most 
pressure on paper prices for two years.

The paper and board costs balance of +7 was above the 
projection of +2. A balance of +31 is forecast for Q1.
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COST OF PAPER & BOARD - STABLE FOR MOST IN 
Q4 BUT HIKES EXPECTED IN Q1

The second quarter of the year is the period which has 
traditionally been when many companies review wages, and 
it still remains a popular period for reviews and pay awards 
to be introduced. It is now also the period when National 
Minimum Wage and National Living Wage rate increases come 

into force – as a result more companies may now start pay 
reviews slightly earlier – in Q1, or early in Q2, with a view to 
activating any changes in Q2. Currently the situation over 
average labour costs remains obfuscated by Covid-19 and the 
interpretation and impact of furloughing employees, and the 
Government’s wage contributions.

Just 8% of all responding companies were subject to 
increasing costs for labour in Q4. Many of the remaining 
(85%) managed to hold average labour costs steady in Q4, 
leaving 7% that decreased average labour costs. The resulting 
balance (+1) was above the Q3 report but exactly equal to 
the Q4 forecast. Average labour costs are expected to hold 
steady for most in Q1, but there is some upward pressure. 
Over four-fifths (81%) of respondents do not predict any 
change, 7% expect that average labour costs will fall and 12% 
that they will rise. The resulting forecast balance for Q1 is 
therefore +5.

The labour cost chart clearly shows the presence of the 
‘normal’ Q2 pay award implementations and the upward 
momentum on wages which comes from minimum wage and 
pension factors as well as from general inflationary, average 
earnings and skilled staff pressures – at least up until 2020. 
Our other research on the industry has shown up to 88% of 
companies in the industry have furloughed some employees 
– it is this, together with the increased potential for 
redundancies, which has influenced the results and forecasts 
throughout 2020.

A balance of +1 in Q4 matched the forecast. A balance of +5 is 
projected for Q1.
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LABOUR COSTS - AVERAGE COSTS STABLE FOR 
VAST MAJORITY

Energy costs are starting to show some inflationary 
pressures but have still remained stable for most. Almost 
four-fifths (77%) of respondents reported no movement in 
average energy costs during Q4, 18% reported rising energy 
costs and 5% reported falling energy costs.  
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MARGINSThe resulting balance was therefore +13, above the +3 
forecast and the Q3 balance. The expectation for Q1 is that 
some upward pressure will continue to come through for 
Energy costs. A majority (77%) expect that the cost of energy 
will remain unchanged. However, 20% predict that average 
energy costs will increase and only 3% expect to experience a 
decrease. The forecasted balance for Q1 is therefore up to +17.

A balance of +13 for energy costs was above the forecast (+3). 
A balance of +17 is forecast for Q1. 
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ENERGY COSTS - SOME INCREASES CAME IN Q4, 
MORE ON THE WAY IN Q1

Over four-fifths (84%) of printers recorded stable ink costs 
in Q4. Most of the remaining (12%) were faced with increases, 
however 4% did manage to obtain decreasess. As a result 
the balance of movement was +8 in Q4, unchanged from Q3. 
Just under four-fifths (79%) of printers continue to expect 
stable ink prices in Q1. Though 20% forecast further price 
increases and 1% price decreases – as a result the forecasted 
balance has increased to +19 for Q1.

The balance of +8 for ink costs in Q4 is just above the forecast 
(+4). A balance of +19 is expected for Q1.
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COST OF INK - PRICE INCREASES EXPECTED TO 
ACCELERATE IN Q1

Pressure remains intense, only a few companies have been 
able to extend their margins. The balance recorded for 
margins in Q4 was -25, slightly worse than the -22 reported 
for Q3 but as severe as the forecast (-36). Just over two-
thirds (61%) of respondents were able to maintain their 
margins. However, the Q4 balance has come from the 7% 
that reported increasing margins being more than offset by 
32% reporting smaller margins.

The balance of -25 was above the forecast of -36. A balance of 
-29 is projected for Q1. 
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MARGINS ON SALES - NO LET-UP IN PRESSURE ON 
MARGINS

The forecast for Q1 is slightly more negative. 69% of printers 
expect to be able to hold margins unchanged. However, 
only 1% expects to increase margins; 30% are forecasting 
that margins will be under further downward pressure. As a 
result the Q1 balance forecast is -29.

PROFITS

Printers have reported a fairly broad profit distribution in 
January that is somehow both slightly less negative and 
slightly less positive in comparison to October. Just under 
two-fifths (38%) of respondents were in the green zone, 
reporting profits above 6%, in January; up slightly from 35% 
in October. The proportion of loss-making printers, at 14%, is 
lower than the 18% reported in October; however in January 
2020 it was 4%. That means 60% of companies reported that 
they were returning net profits of 3% or greater in January – 
down from 61% in October but up from 54% in July and 58% 
in May but below the 67% proportion from January 2020.
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PRODUCTIVITY - TURNOVER PER HEAD

Two-fifths (40%) of firms reported profits in the red zone 
(0-2.9% profits, or a loss). Over one-fifth (22%) posted in the 
orange zone (net profits of 3% to 5.9%), while the remaining 
38% recorded profits in the green zone (net profits of 6% or 
greater).

The overall proportion in the red zone in January is 
marginally more than the 39% in October, but fewer of them 
are loss-making. There were slightly fewer in the orange 
zone (22% as opposed to 26% in October) and therefore a 
few more in the green zone (38% in January, from 35% in 
October) – however the proportion of companies reporting 
profits in excess of 10% fell from 19% in October to 11% in 
January.

The average turnover per head figures continue to depict an 
industry where larger companies benefit from economies 
of scale and exhibit higher productivity benchmarks. The 
averages are normally dispersed despite the inclusion of 
companies from sectors that have characteristics which 
affect their turnover per head ratios. For example, a print 
management company may display a very high ratio as it 
is likely to have relatively fewer employees managing a 
relatively higher turnover and a small proportion of value-
added. Whereas a print finishing company is likely to have 
relatively more employees managing a higher proportion 
of value-added, but a lower turnover – it would therefore 
display a lower turnover per head ratio.

The median level (that 50% of respondents fall below and 
50% are above) of turnover per head ranges from just over 
£86,000 in companies with a turnover of less than £2 million, 
to over £147,000 for companies with a turnover of £10 million 
or greater. Full ranges by company size are shown in the 
turnover per head chart.

PRODUCTIVITY

Export orders exceeded 5% of turnover for only 11% of 
respondents in January, slightly greater than the 10% in 
October; for these companies export order growth received 
a boost, on balance, in Q4. The Q4 export balance (+13) was 
healthier than the Q3 balance (-3), and considerably better 
than the Q4 forecast (-37). Exports have been a welcomed 
boost to a number of companies in recent years. However, 
after a period of relative stability, turmoil has been apparent 
more recently – Covid-19 and Brexit have both been factors. 
The Q4 upturn has been supported by a certain amount of 
Brexit-related stockpiling.

The Q3 balance was derived from 39% of UK exporting 
printers experiencing an increase in export orders and 26% 
suffering a decline. 35% were able to hold their export order 
levels steady in Q4.

Forecasts for exports are more negative for Q1. Only 2% of 
respondents expect export orders to be stable. Just over 
two-fifths (42%) are predicting an increase in their exports 
during Q1; over half (56%) are forecasting a decrease. 
Therefore the resulting forecasted balance for exports in Q1 
is -14. Clearly some companies are confident that they will 
have the necessary knowledge and procedures in place to 
protect foreign trade and maintain client relationships. 

However, many are not yet confident that they will be able 
to maintain export levels in the post-Brexit climate – survey 
comments have alluded to foreign clients preparing to 
transfer work to mainland Europe.

EXPORTS
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When it comes to prices, export orders have generally 
benefited from more price stability than domestic orders – 
at least until the end of 2019. However, there was a positive 
balance of +9 in Q4. Created from the difference between 
12% of respondents with increasing export prices and 3% 
with decreasing export prices; 85% were able to keep export 
prices stable. Export prices are expected to be slightly 
negative, on balance, in Q1, the forecast is -5.

A balance of +13 in Q4 was significantly above the forecast 
(-37). The forecasted balance for Q1 is -14.
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EXPORTS - RECEIVED A BOOST IN Q4 BUT 
EXPECTED TO SUFFER IN Q1

A balance of +9 in Q4 was well above the forecast (-22).  
The forecasted balance for Q1 is -5.
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AVERAGE PRICES (EXPORT) - STABLE FOR MOST IN 
Q4 AND Q1

Investment intentions for plant and machinery in 2020 will 
have been radically altered as the year’s events unfolded; 
intentions for 2021 are now broadly flat. Training and 
retraining investment plans are only a little more positive, 

whilst investment towards product and process innovation 
is set to attract the most attention this year. Most companies 
(88%) do plan to make some investment in plant and 
machinery in the year ahead. Just over one-fifth (22%) intend 
to maintain current investment levels and 33% expect to 
reduce investment to a lower level. However, that leaves just 
over one-third (34%) anticipating higher levels of investment 
directed towards plant and machinery in 2021. 

The resulting balance (+1 – the blue line in the investment 
chart, which is read from the right-hand axis) is the lowest 
level for four years and comes on the back of a year were 
the investment reality was much reduced from the initial 
intentions.

INVESTMENT

88% of companies intend to invest in training and retraining 
during 2021. 29% at a greater level than in 2020, a further 37% 
plan to match their prior investment levels whilst 22% intend 
to invest less. The balance (+7) is the lowest report since this 
question originated in 2013.  
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INVESTMENT - PLANT AND MACHINERY IN THE 
NEXT 12 MONTHS
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INVESTMENT - TRAINING & RETRAINING IN THE 
NEXT 12 MONTHS



PRINTING OUTLOOK  /   Q1 2021           15

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

0

20

40

60

80

100

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

% BALANCE

more same less none balance
% OF FIRMS

Source: BPIF Printing Outlook

INVESTMENT - PRODUCT & PROCESS 
INNOVATION IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS

Product and process innovation is exhibiting more positive 
results for investment intentions in 2021. 87% of companies 
intend to target investment in this area, 40% more so than in 
2020. A further 35% plan to maintain investment levels, whilst 
12% expect to invest less. The balance (+28) is more positive 
than in other investment areas but still remains towards the 
low-end of balances reported for this target area in recent 
years.

Increasing efficiency remains, by far, the priority when it 
comes to investment – this was ranked first or second by 
67% of companies. Increasing capacity was ranked first or 
second by 35% of respondents, slightly ahead of offering 
a new product or service (30%) and straightforward 
replacement (29%). Investment-related comments have 
shown a mix between shelving or holding investment plans, 
proceeding as normal and radical overhauls of investment 
strategies. However, there has been a noticeable increase in 
comments referring to digitisation, software development 
and automisation.

Web-to-print continues to attract some interest but the 
take-up has not yet radically altered from previous years; 
it has so far, failed to attract a majority of companies. 52% 
reported that they do not generate any turnover via web-to-
print; down very slightly from 54% last year. However, there 
are companies now plenty of companies that do at least get 
some turnover through their use of web-to-print systems. 

31% of companies are in the less than 5% category, 5% in 
5-9% and 5% in 10-19%. There was some representation in 
the next couple of categories and noticeably 4% in the 50+% 
category.
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WEB-TO-PRINT - PRINTERS’ TURNOVER 
THROUGH WEB-TO-PRINT

On this occasion we also asked companies what investment 
boosting measures they would like to see coming from 
Government or the Bank of England. Top of the wish list 
was to have further tax incentives – as selected by 76% or 
respondents (companies really have been aided by things 
like VAT deferrals and business rates relief). Number two, 
was to have further grant resources available to small and 
medium enterprises, selected by 47% of respondents and a 
clear indication that grant support has not been effectively 
targeted to the supply chain that supports the businesses 
that have been forced to close under lockdown restrictions. 

The third most popular measure was that the Government’s 
loan schemes could be extended – many now realise that the 
repayment plans for these loans will kick-in later this year 
and many companies are not yet in an operating position that 
will allow them to easily service that debt.
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DESIRED INVESTMENT BOOSTING MEASURES 
FROM GOVERNMENT
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Many of the comments on the topic of investment support 
from Government relates to a desire for grants not debt – 
with a view to targeting areas such as entrepreneurialism, 
digital and IT development and exporting assistance.

It has been a far from normal year from an access to 
finance point of view – for many companies trading levels 
and cashflow have been significantly curtailed and overall 
debt levels have increased; as a result of the take-up of the 
government-backed lending schemes, albeit at a reduced 
cost of access. 

Just over half of responding companies (54%) have not 
applied for any of the government-backed loan schemes, and 
1% had their applications rejected. By far the most popular 
loan scheme was the Coronavirus Business Interruption 
Lending Scheme (CBILS) – taken up by 38% of respondents. 
6% of companies signed up for the Bounce Back Loan 
Scheme (BBLS). Only 1% using the Coronavirus Large Business 
Interruption Loan Scheme (CLBILS), and 1% used the Covid 
Corporate Financing Facility (CCFF).

FINANCING AND CREDIT 
CONDITIONS
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TAKE-UP OF GOVERNMENT LENDING SCHEMES

The access to finance chart shows the balance between 
those reporting an increase and a decrease for each of the 
categories.

The availability of bank lending remained at the same level 
in the last 12 months for the majority (69%) of respondents. 
However, the overall balance was positive (+3) as 17% 
reported an improvement and 14% a reduction. The cost of 
bank lending was also stable for a majority (76%). With only 
5% reporting an increase and 19% a decrease, the resulting 
balance was -14.

A large majority of companies (79%) experienced stability 
with regard to the availability of credit lines with their 
suppliers. However, 15% reported a tightening of credit lines 
and only 6% benefitted from extended credit lines – the 
balance was therefore -9. The balance for bad debt was 
zero, perhaps surprising given the circumstances. Many 
respondents (70%) reported bad debt levels to be stable, the 
remaining were split evenly with 15% reporting an increase 
and 15% reporting a decrease in bad debt.
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ACCESS TO FINANCE - CREDIT LINES HAVE 
CONTRACTED

When it comes to cash flow, bad debt is only part of the 
story – the balance between debtor days and creditor days, 
late payment and the extent of extended payment terms all 
has an effect too.

Average debtor days was 56 in January 2021, up from 53 the 
previous year. 25% of respondents reported debtor days to 
be less than 45 whilst 25% reported them to be greater than 
60 days. Creditor days increased to 55 in January 2021, from 
50 last year. As with debtor days, 25% reported creditor days 
to be less than 45 and for another 25% they were greater 
than 60. 
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DEBTOR AND CREDITOR DAYS - AVERAGE DEBTOR 
DAYS UP TO 56
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Late payment remains a concern for many companies in the 
printing industry. The balance of change in the incidence 
of late payments in 2020 (the blue line in the chart) has 
decreased from 2019. 34% of respondents reported an 
increase in the incidence of late payments by customers 
in the past 12 months (down slightly from 36% in 2019), 11% 
reported an improvement. The incidence of late payment 
chart attempts to show how the resulting balance (+23 in 
2020) is derived from the increases and decreases since this 
question was introduced to the survey in 2012. Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that some clients have actually made 
efforts to improve their speed of payment – though 
unfortunately not all have taken this approach.
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INCIDENCE OF LATE PAYMENT BY CUSTOMERS

Printers are continuing to report that they are under 
pressure to accept longer payment terms from some 
customers. Almost two-fifths (37%) of respondents reported 
that they had been obliged to accept longer payment terms 
from customers in 2020 in order to help retain or secure 
business. Of these, 11% were for up to 60 days and 47% for up 
to 90 days. However, the real shift has been in the 31% that 
felt obliged to accept payment terms of up to 120 days and a 
further 11% in excess of 120 days.
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NEW PAYMENT TERMS DEMANDED BY CUSTOMERS

One quite worrying side-effect of the pandemic is that 
there have been instances of clients pressurising printers 
to discount and re-invoice for work that has already been 
done, delivered and invoiced yet not been paid for. 17% of 
respondents reported that they has been asked to discount 
in this manner. There were also reports of companies being 
coerced to rebate work already paid for. Responses to such 
discounting requests have varies – some respondents have 
bitten the bullet and chosen to at least get some money (and 
the promise of future work) whilst others have resisted and 
demanded full payment. One company commented that 
they brought a successful court action in order to recover 
payment (and costs). 
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ASKED TO DISCOUNT WORK ALREADY INVOICED

Thankfully almost two-thirds (63%) of responding companies 
have not experienced other difficulties in receiving payment 
– though that leaves 37% that have and further problems 
in this area.  This topic picked up a lot of comments from 
respondents. The main issues have been getting payments 
from UK companies that have been forced to close under 
lockdown restrictions, but there have also been late 
payments from European clients.
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EXPERIENCED DIFFICULTY RECEIVING PAYMENT
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INDUSTRY TRENDS

PAY REVIEW

Just over one-fifth (21%) of respondents reported that they 
had conducted a pay review in Q4. This is more than in Q3 
(13%) but a little below the Q4 average level for the last 
few years. Q2 has been the traditional pay review period, 
although in recent years a growing proportion of companies 
seek to start pay reviews earlier in Q1. National Negotiations 
(national pay negotiations with the industry’s trade union) 
used to be conducted in February each year and come 
into effect on 24th April. However, the last agreement was 
reached in February 2008 and as this moves further into 
the past, and Government wage legislation becomes more 
relevant, there has been a growing preference for companies 
to conduct at least some pay reviews earlier in Q1 (in advance 
of implementation at the start of April) and then concluding 
other pay reviews in Q2.

The circumstances surrounding pay reviews in 2020 remains 
obfuscated by the Covid-19 crisis as a number of companies 
have been forced into emergency action to make changes 
to employee pay in attempt to help protect jobs and 
businesses.
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PAY REVIEW - JUST OVER 1-IN-5 REVIEWED WAGES 
IN Q4

Where pay reviews were conducted in Q4, the resulting 
average (mean) change in basic pay was -4.8%. The median 
level (which dissects the highest 50% reporting change from 
the lowest 50%) was -0%. A closer look at the data reveals 
that the data has been skewed downwards from a number of 
companies that have either implemented pay cuts between 
10% and 20% – or interpreted their utilisation of the JRS as a 
temporary pay review and pay cut. 

On this occasion 68% of respondents reported no change 
in pay, or a pay cut, following their pay reviews. The median 
level becomes 3% if these responses are removed; the mean 
increases to 2.9%.

Just over one-third (34%) of respondents reported that 
they will be reviewing pay in Q1. The overall average (mean) 
expected outcome is a 2.1% increase. The target for many 
companies offering increases remains around 2%.
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PAY REVIEW - AVERAGE CHANGE EXPECTED IN Q1

The number of printing and packaging companies 
experiencing ‘critical’ financial distress decreased further 
in Q4, however those experiencing ‘significant’ financial 
distress increased considerably. Begbies Traynor’s latest Red 
Flag Alert research has updated the statistics for the fourth 
quarter of 2020. 

We have been collaborating with Begbies Traynor to refine 
the sector classifications used in the analysis for the Print 
and Printed Packaging sectors – as a result of this we have 
data for the count of companies in ‘critical’ and ‘significant’ 
distress.

RED FLAG ALERT STATISTICS 
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CRITICAL PROBLEMS REPORTED - PRINTING & 
PRINTED PACKAGING COMPANIES
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The count of ‘critical’ reports (County Court Judgements 
totalling £5,000 or more and/or Winding-Up Petition related 
actions) was 7 in the fourth quarter of 2020 – down from 12 
in Q3 and 8 recorded in Q4 2019. A growing proportion of 
companies in the industry are now under ‘significant’ distress 
(i.e. facing a court action and/or having poor, insolvent or 
out of date accounts). The exact count was 2,486 companies 
in Q4 2020, 9.4% up on Q3, and 20.9% up on Q4 2019. This 
follows on the back of the heightened financial stress first 
indicated in the data last quarter and proves that these Red 
Flag statistics will be an important monitor over the coming 
quarters.

The orange shading depicts the share of the top 5,000 
companies that are considered to be a higher credit risk 
due to their financial results, past trading history, the lack 
of available information or the presence of detrimental 
information against them. The proportion of companies in 
the orange section has fallen from 51.8% in Q1 2011 to 21.8% in 
Q4 2019; it has increased to 25.9% in Q4 2020. Finally, the red 
section is for high risk companies with poor credit scores 
and/or serious detrimental information filed against them 
and companies that have undergone insolvency or have a 
striking-off action registered against them. The red section 
represents a smaller but growing proportion of companies – 
it has grown from a low of 3.2% in Q2 2011 to its current high 
of 9.4% in Q4 2020.
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SIGNIFICANT PROBLEMS REPORTED - PRINTING & 
PRINTED PACKAGING COMPANIES

A more detailed financial health analysis of data for the 5,000 
largest print and printed packaging companies (as selected by 
total asset value ranking) provides some further interesting 
insights. This financial health analysis rates the financials 
for each company and updates them over time so that a 
financial health chart can be produced.

Looking at the financial health chart, and working from the 
bottom up – the green proportion shows the share of the 
top 5,000 companies that are in a strong and secure financial 
position; the number of companies categorised here has 
increased from a low of 26.4% in Q1 2011 to a high of 43.1% in 
Q4 2019; it has fallen to 39.1% in Q4 2020. The yellow section 
shows the proportion of companies with a less strong 
financial position, representing an average credit risk. The 
percentage of companies assigned to yellow has increased 
from 17.9% in Q1 2011 to a high of 31.2% in Q2 2017; it has now 
fallen to 25.6% in Q4 2020.
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INSOLVENCIES

There were 30 new company insolvencies in the printing 
industry (SIC 181) in England, Wales and Scotland in the fourth 
quarter of 2020. The latest quarterly total is derived from 20 
creditors’ voluntary liquidations, five administrations, three 
company voluntary arrangements and two compulsory 
liquidations. The latest total figure is a significant increase 
of 88% from Q3 but only 11% greater in comparison with Q4 
2019. Government measures in response to Covid-19 (not just 
the financial support available to companies and individuals 
but also reduced HMRC enforcement, operation of courts 
and temporary restrictions on the use of statutory demands 
and winding-up petitions) have dampened insolvencies 
throughout much of 2020. It now looks as though this effect 
is weakening and some companies have not been able to 
hang on any longer.
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The ‘Other’ category in the company insolvencies chart is 
compiled from administrations, administrative receiverships 
and company voluntary arrangements. This insolvency data 
comes from the Insolvency Service – there have been some 
recent methodology changes in the compilation of this data; 
as a result, data for the latest year is provisional and subject 
to revision. Comparative data for Northern Ireland is not 
currently available.

pandemic has been and extra, and significant, drag. Almost 
all grades have suffered, though packaging related boards 
to a lesser extent. One exception within the graphic papers 
category on this occasion was coated mechanical paper 
which experienced a very slight increase in consumption 
(1.3%, in comparison to Q3 2019).
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COMPANY INSOLVENCIES - PRINTING (SIC 181)

PAPER AND BOARD

UK consumption of printing papers and boards in Q3 2020 
was significantly lower than in Q3 2019, and slightly down 
in comparison to Q2 2020. Total UK demand for printing 
relevant papers and boards was 28.7% down in the annual 
quarterly comparison and 8.4% down in the latest quarterly 
comparison.

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

Q3 Q1
2014

Q3 Q1
2015

Q3 Q1
2016

Q3 Q1
2017

Q3 Q1
2018

Q3 Q1
2019

Q3 Q1
2020

Q3

Source: BPIF Research presentation of data from the CPI

Total Printing Papers and Boards
Graphic Papers
Graphic Papers (exc. Newsprint)
Packaging (exc. Corrugated)
Newsprint

UK CONSUMPTION OF PRINTING PAPERS AND 
BOARDS (VOLUME - ‘000S TONNES)

The seasonal variations that occur make it more meaningful 
to concentrate on the latest quarterly annual comparisons 
(i.e. Q3 2020 compared to Q3 2019) – or the full annual 
comparisons, when available. The overall data registered a 
28.7% decrease in the latest Q3 comparison, taking quarterly 
consumption to just over 850,000 tonnes. Paper and board 
consumption has been steadily declining; the Covid-19 
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The cost of paper and board as featured in the earlier 
‘Costs’ section – shows that, after a period of stability, 
paper price increases started to come through in Q2 2016, 
continued in Q3 and Q4, intensified in Q1 2017 and this was 
sustained throughout the rest of 2017, 2018 and the start of 
2019. However, as forecast, the upward pressure on paper 
prices abated in Q2 2019, eased further in Q3 and remained 
subdued in Q4, Q1 and Q2 2020. There were some price 
increase announcements earlier in 2020 and some concern 
over the impact of strikes at paper mills in Finland. However, 
the Covid-19 enforced drop in demand means there has, 
so far, been little market acceptance for price increases, 
certainly for most commercial printing paper grades, in the 
current climate. However, currently there is more price 
increases signalling coming from suppliers and merchants.

When looking back at Q4, 26% of survey respondents 
reported paying more for paper and board. This has 
increased from 9% in Q3, 13% in Q2 and 19% in Q1. However, 
18% of respondents reported a decrease in paper and board 
prices, whilst for a small majority (56%) prices were stable. 
Where price changes were reported, the average change was 
0.2%; though those that experienced increases found them 
to be around the 2% mark.

Following reductions in Graphic Paper prices throughout 
2020, this trend continued at the beginning of 2021, according 
to EMGE (paper industry consultants). Although paper 
markets have recovered a little in recent months, demand 
remains weak. On the Packaging side, however, prices have 
increased for Containerboard grades, in a sector that has 
been less affected by the Coronavirus pandemic.  
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Q3 to Q4 price comparisons were largely flat – as such we 
are displaying comparisons between December 2020 and 
January 202.

Publication inks bore the brunt of the decline with news inks, 
heatset and sheetfed all seeing big falls but on the packaging 
side sales were much less badly affected. 

For 2020 as a whole, total sales weight in the UK was down 
16.1% compared with a fall in GDP of about 10% during the last 
year. In value terms, sales fell 13.9% in the last year.
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PAPER AND BOARD PRICE MOVEMENTS – Q4 2020

AVERAGE UK PAPER AND BOARD PRICE CHANGES 
JAN 2021 VS. DEC 2020

Newsprint -4%

Magazine papers -3%

Uncoated woodfree -1%

Coated woodfree -2%

Testliner 7%

Krafliner 6%

GD cartonboard 0%

GC cartonboard 0%

Source: EMGE

Sales of printing inks continued to fall sharply throughout 
Europe in the final quarter of 2020 and the UK was no 
exception. In total, UK sales weight fell 11.1% in Q4 2020 
compared with the corresponding quarter a year earlier, 
although the good news was that this represented a 
significant slowing down in the rate of decrease since the 
start of the Covid-19 pandemic back in March 2020. 
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In the four months since the last update, both gas and 
electricity wholesale markets have continued a strong 
recovery from the lows of 2020. Some of this has been 
underpinned by a very strong climb in global crude oil 
markets. In the period since the last Outlook’s analysis,  
Brent crude has jumped fully $28.85, or 77.5%, to around $66 
/ barrel. Following the deal agreement with the EU, sterling 
has appreciated significantly (9.2%) against the dollar over the 
last 4 months to $1.40/£), mitigating the oil price rise a little in 
GBP terms – but still a massive 62% increase on the period. 

ENERGY Buyers who took the opportunity in 2020 to contract forward 
for business electricity and gas supply contracts will have 
been insulated from these impacts. Looking at the bigger 
picture, gas and power wholesale prices have essentially 
returned to ‘normal’ following last year’s economic crisis 
– current forward prices are broadly in line with levels 
seen throughout 2019, for example. However, the long-
term increasing path of ‘non-commodity’ charges (grid, 
transportation, tax and metering) will mean that fully 
delivered prices are higher overall.

The oil market has now more than trebled in price since 
the deep lows of April 2020, as a path is increasingly seen 
out of Covid ‘lockdown’, with the rapid deployment of 
vaccinations and demonstration of their effectiveness. The 
OPEC producers’ group weighed in with extensions of supply 
curbs designed to support the market, and most recently 
US crude oil production has been hit significantly due to 
extreme weather in Texas, tightening supplies in the short to 
medium term.

The combination of earlier cold spells this winter and 
periods of low LNG have resulted in aggressive European 
gas storage withdrawal rates, erasing the surplus built 
up in 2019 and 2020 – lower storage can lead to increased 
price volatility. Geopolitically, while Russia and its partners 
continue to construct the Nord Stream 2 pipeline across 
the Baltic Sea, there are concerns that the US may ramp up 
enforcement of sanctions in relation to the project, which 
could be bullish for gas prices. In general, what is bullish for 
gas prices can have a knock-on impact on electricity markets 
(as we have seen), because gas is a significant ‘feedstock’ for 
European power stations.

Source: David Hunter, Director of Market Studies at Schneider Electric
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MANUFACTURING INDUSTRY FUEL PRICES - IN 
CASH TERMS

Compared with a year ago, Brent crude has now risen by 
17.6% in dollar terms, less so (9.6%) in sterling denomination.
Gas markets have continued to bounce back from the 
deep lows of Q2 2020. Year-ahead natural gas wholesale 
quotations are 16.6% higher than at the start of November, 
while electricity forward prices have risen 17.8% in the same 
period. Both markets are now significantly higher than a year 
ago (when they had fallen significantly) – gas is 47.4% higher 
year on year, while electricity is 37.3% up. 
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ADVERTIS ING AND MARKETING SECTOR

THE ADVERTISING ASSOCIATION / WARC EXPENDITURE REPORT

BETTER THAN EXPECTED UK ADVERTISING 
EXPENDITURE IN Q3 2020 – UK TO RECOVER FASTER 
THAN KEY INTERNATIONAL MARKETS IN 2021

The latest Advertising Association/WARC Expenditure Report 
expects the UK’s ad market to grow by 15.2% this year, an 
upgrade of 0.8 percentage points from the last forecast in 
October 2020. The preliminary estimate for growth in 2020 
now stands at -7.9% with adspend of £23.17bn – a marked 
improvement (+6.6 percentage points) since the last outlook 
owing mostly to brighter prospects for online platforms.
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AA/WARC FORECASTS

ADVERTISING - TOTAL UK ADSPEND TO FALL TO 
£21.17 BN IN 2020

Internet spend rose 10.1% to £4.2bn during the quarter, buoyed 
by a 14.5% rise in search spend (which in turn was driven by 
e-commerce advertising). Overall, UK adspend was down 11.1% 
over the first nine months of 2020, at £16.2bn.

The new forecasts show that the UK’s ad market will make 
up for 2020’s decline and accelerate further into growth this 
year, reaching a total of £26.69bn – above the previous high 
of £25.37bn recorded in 2019. Further, the decline seen in the 
UK’s ad market during 2020 is estimated to be softer than the 
global rate (-10.2%) and that of the rest of Europe (-13.7%). The 
UK’s projected ad market growth in 2021 is also expected to 
be ahead of key international markets, with the US expected 
to grow 3.8%, Germany 9.3%, Europe (excluding UK) 8.8%, and 
China 10.3%.

Internet adspend leads to stronger Q3 2020 performance. 
The latest dataset includes actual figures for Q3 2020 and 
predictions for the coming eight quarters. The key findings 
show that UK adspend fell 3.3% to £5.9bn in Q3 2020. This 
was far better than the -17.9% forecast in October 2020, owing 
mostly to better-than-expected internet growth. 

Fast growth forecast for all media in 2021. Double-digit growth 
is expected across most media sectors in 2021 – and even 
triple-figure growth in the case of cinema. Particularly strong 
results are expected in cinema at 228.4% and reflective of 
the fact the sector was closed for most of 2020; digital out of 
home at 53.6%, traditional out of home at 37.7%, and video on 
demand at 21.2%.
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 “The latest figures from the AA/WARC Report come as 
welcome news at the beginning of the year. Not only does the 
data show the overall decline expected in 2020 may be less 
than feared, but the recovery in 2021 will be stronger than 
we would have dared hope even a few months ago. With the 
vaccine rollout accelerating and a Brexit trade deal in place, the 
2021 business outlook is brightening, reflected by these new 
forecasts showing a stronger and quicker recovery in adspend, 
with a stronger rebound than in other large economies. With 
every £1 of advertising spend generating £6 of GDP, this is good 
news for jobs and growth in the wider economy.”

Stephen Woodford, Chief Executive, Advertising Association

 “The latest market data show that the largest online 
properties were shielded from the worst of the industry 
downturn last year. Indeed, with consumption and commerce 
migrating online during the pandemic, the results show that 
ad money followed to these platforms’ benefit. “Paid search 
– which accounts for over a third of all advertising spend 
in the UK – was the format that gained most from a surging 
e-commerce sector. Ancillary research by WARC shows 
that online sales recorded a six-year leap in penetration in 
2020, as e-commerce’s share of all UK retail value rose by 
8.4 percentage points to 27.6%. This rate was ahead of China 
(24.9%) and double that of the US (13.4%) last year.

“The outlook for the year ahead is bullish, reflecting greater 
certainty around Brexit and the potential for the vaccination 
programme to unlock economic growth. We now believe that 
the ad market can overcorrect in these circumstances to top 
its 2019 peak, though large parts of the industry remain in a 
fragile state.”

James McDonald, Head of Data Content, WARC

Source: The Advertising Association / Warc Expenditure Report – 

http://expenditurereport.warc.com
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ADVERTIS ING AND MARKETING SECTOR

IPA BELLWETHER REPORT

With the Brexit transition period drawing to a close and 
COVID-19 continuing to wreak havoc across the global 
economy, UK marketing executives saw another sharp decline 
in advertising budgets during the final quarter of 2020, 
according to the Q4 2020 IPA Bellwether Report.
A net balance of -24.0% of Bellwether panellists recorded a 
contraction in marketing budgets during the latest survey 
period. Overall, only 16.4% of firms noted an increase in 
available funds, which was heavily outweighed by the 40.4% 
that experienced a decline. Although marked overall, the latest 
reduction in budgets was much weaker than those recorded 
in both the second (-50.7%) and third (-41%) quarters, when 
the economic impact of COVID-19 was most severe.

Although the impact of the virus was not quite as marked 
as earlier in the year, it was still the main reported reason 
for cuts to adspending in the final months of 2020. Although 
businesses have continued to adapt to new market conditions 
and changing government restrictions, anecdotal evidence 
indicated that cost cutting was widespread and that marketing 
budgets continued to suffer as a result.

Broken down by marketing category, Events budgets were 
the most severely impacted in the latest survey period, with 
a net balance of -62.9% of firms recording a decrease in 
available spend (-64.1% in Q3). Budgets for Other marketing 
(-29.6% vs -40.2% in Q3), Sales Promotions (-26.5% vs 36.0% 
in Q3), Market Research (-25.0% vs -32.6% in Q3), Main Media 
Advertising (21.8% vs -25.3% in Q3), Direct Marketing (-13.9% vs 
-25.3% in Q3) and Public Relations (-8.5% vs -31.4% in Q3) also 
continued to fall during the final quarter. Breaking down the 
Main Media Advertising category, Out of home remained the 
worst performing category at -36.7% (up from -50.0% in Q3); 
followed by published brands at -29.0% (up from -38.5% in 
Q3); Audio at -21.6% (up from -32.0% in Q3); and Video at -3.5% 
(up from -16.1%). Other online was the only category within 
Main Media to record a positive net balance revision, at +0.7%, 
up from -6.5% in Q3.

The preliminary outlook for adspending in 2021/2022 suggests 
that budgets are likely to recover in the next financial year. 
A net balance of +12.0% of firms expect their total marketing 
budgets to be upwardly revised. If realised they would 
represent a significant turnaround from the steep declines 
seen throughout 2020.

Of the seven broad marketing categories, expectations for 
next year are strongest in Main Media Advertising, where a 
net balance of +4.6% of firms anticipate higher adspending. 
Panel members also expect a rise in budgets related Direct 
Marketing (net balance of +3.3%) and Public Relations (+3.2%). 
The remaining four types of marketing are expected to see 
further declines, with forecasts regarding Events spending 
the most subdued (-30.9%), followed by Other marketing 
(-6.2%), Market Research (-4.7%) and Sales Promotions (-3.7%) 
respectively.

Sentiment regarding own-company financial prospects 
improves, while industry-wide outlook continues to 
deteriorate. As has been the case in each quarter since the 
start of 2016, panellists were pessimistic towards industry-
wide financial prospects in the closing months of 2020. This 
was indicated by a net balance of -5.8% of firms that expected 
financial prospects to deteriorate over the coming year. That 
said, the degree of negativity eased to the softest since the 
opening quarter of 2017 (-5.7%) and was far weaker than the 
historic lows registered in the first three quarters of 2020 
(Q3: -31.3%; Q2: -66.0%; Q1: -42.0%). Overall, around a quarter 
(25.1%) of Bellwether panellists were more optimistic on 
industry-wide financial prospects compared to three months 
ago, while 31.0% were less so.

In contrast, there was increasing optimism among firms 
regarding own-company financial prospects in the latest 
survey period. A net balance of +18.1% of firms were more 
confident of an improvement compared to three months ago 
(Q3: -3.9%), marking the first positive outlook since the end of 
2019. The result followed severely negative readings in the first 
half of 2020 when COVID-19 lockdown measures were first 
introduced (Q2: -55.1% and Q1: -26.0%).

Robust recovery in adspending forecast for 2021. Following 
lockdown periods and other strict public health measures 
driven by the COVID-19 pandemic, and the subsequent 
disruption to economic activity, IHS Markit anticipates a -11.6% 
decline in GDP during 2020. Economic performance was 
particularly hampered by an extremely weak second quarter, 
in which many businesses were temporarily closed to help 
stem the spread of the virus. It also anticipates severe declines 
in both consumer spending (-15.6%) and business investment 
(-12.7%). These figures correspond to a -17.8% decrease in 
Adspending during 2020.
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Following the development and approval of COVID-19 
vaccines, as well as the swift commencement of immunisation 
programmes, the outlook for the next few years is far more 
positive. IHS Markit therefore expects a +3.5% expansion of 
GDP in 2021, predominantly supported by strong growth in 
the second half of the year, followed by a +4.9% increase in 
2022. Assuming that economic conditions recover as expected, 
it anticipates robust adspending growth of +6.9% and +6.2% 
in 2021 and 2022 respectively, before a steady trend towards 
long-term rates. Downside risks to these positive forecasts 
include possible delays in the UK’s vaccine rollout and slow 
uptake of immunisation programmes in other countries which 
could hinder trade.

“It is no surprise that Q4 sees UK marketing budgets remain 
in negative territory. We are still in the grip of the pandemic 
and the impact of Brexit is uncertain, with some marketers 
citing concerns regarding the potential for tariffs, and 
increased paperwork, delays and costs. While the situation 
remains bleak for now, the Q4 2020 Report does, however, 
reveal significant promise of green shoots ahead. Budget 
plans for 2021/2022 are into positive territory. 

“As the vaccination roll-out continues, as the lockdowns 
begin to ease and as firms adapt to post-Brexit rules, perhaps 
we can dare to ready ourselves for the roaring twenties after 
all. Those brands that have withstood the storm, kept their 
voices heard and their subsequent market share up, will be 
the ones consumers turn to first in the good times.”

Paul Bainsfair, Director General, IPA

“Although advertising budgets continued to fall sharply 
at the end of 2020, it was promising that the rate of 
decline continued to soften following the unprecedented 
contraction during the second quarter. Firms are now looking 
forward to a recovery in domestic economic conditions, 
which will likely begin in the second half of 2021 as the UK’s 
coronavirus vaccination programme starts to take effect. 

“As such, businesses are now forecasting an increase in total 
marketing budgets for 2021/2022, although growth will likely 
be limited to certain areas. Given the current COVID-19 
restrictions in the UK, which could last for several more 
months, it is unlikely that categories such as Events spending 
will start to grow. The recovery in those areas is more likely 
to begin in 2022, when we hope that the current economic 
climate is nothing more than a distant memory.”

Eliot Kerr, Economist at IHS Markit and author of the 
Bellwether Report

Source: IPA Bellwether Report; researched and published by  

Markit Economics on behalf of the IPA – www.ipa.co.uk. 
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CBI ECONOMIC SUMMARY

UK AMONGST THE HARDEST HIT BY COVID AMID 
TOUGHER RESTRICTIONS ON MOBILITY AND 
ACTIVITY – GDP TO GRADUALLY REGAIN PRE-CRISIS 
LEVEL THROUGHOUT 2021 AND 2022

  2020 4 Feb 2021 2021*  2022*

UK Bank Rate (%)  0.23 0.10  0.10   0.10
Annual for year and latest available  

Source: Bank of England   

  2020 Jan 2021 2021*  2022*

RPI (%)  1.5 1.4 2.2  2.3
CPI (%)  0.9 0.7 1.6  1.9
Annual for year and latest 12 month % change  

Source: ONS   

  2020 Q4 2020 2021*  2022*

GDP (%)  -9.9 1.0 6.0  5.2
Annual for year and latest quarter on previous quarter  

Source: ONS   

  2020 Jan 2021 2021*  2022*

Exchange rate (€/£)  1.13 1.12 1.13  1.13
Exchange rate ($/£)  1.28 1.36 1.33  1.34
Annual for year and latest available month  

Source: Bank of England                        

UK ECONOMIC DATA

It’s not quite been the start to the year that we had been 
hoping for, to put it mildly. A lockdown in January is a very 
different beast. Still, the economic hit from this lockdown 
will be milder than the original: more of the economy 
remained open – such as manufacturing and construction, 
but also cafes and takeaways. And we’re all a bit more used 
to the rigmarole of home working and home schooling. But, 
with deaths now having surpassed 100,000, and the latest 
virus variant in the UK judged to be more dangerous than 
the original, it remains hard to judge when the worst will 
be behind us. Meanwhile, companies are now starting to 
experience the reality of the UK’s new trading relationship 
with the EU.

The UK’s been hit harder by Covid-19 than other countries. 
The IMF recently published its spring World Economic 
Outlook update. The UK’s longer lockdowns and extensive 
school closures, coupled with a higher weight of consumer-

facing industries, and complicated by a different approach to 
the measurement of health and education output, have left it 
one of the worst performing advanced economies in 2020.

*CBI forecasts
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 There are grounds for optimism once lockdown begins to 
ease. From our observation of the UK’s economic performance 
during the ebb and flow of lockdowns over the past year, 
we have seen the responsiveness of consumer spending in 
operation. As the economy reopened during the summer, 
retail sales recovered such that they exceeded February’s pre-
pandemic levels by July. Meanwhile, the UK’s been a global 
leader when it comes to vaccine rollout so far, and this gives 
grounds for hope that the infection may be brought under 
control in 2021, allowing for a more sustained re-opening.

Companies are struggling to ride the tide of restrictions, and 
this is now coupled with increasingly apparent disruptions 
from Brexit. The most recent labour market data saw 
redundancies rise to a record rate of 14.2 per thousand in 
the quarter to November, despite the ongoing support from 
the Job Retention Scheme (JRS), while the unemployment 
rate picked up to 5.0% - the highest since 2016. And we’re 
seeing more and more reports from companies of difficult 
trading with the EU – from rules of origin, and daily changes in 
approach, to the necessary forms not yet existing.

Support from the government and the Bank of England 
has been vital during the pandemic. It’s why the rise in 
unemployment so far has been modest by historical standards 
and we have yet to see a material rise in company insolvencies. 
But with uncertainty stretching ever onward, companies 
need the comfort of knowing that support will sustain them 
through to the reopening and clarity over the phasing and 
timing of the reopening. That’s’ why the CBI has called for 
support to be extended further and for the government to 
work with business to plan for reopening the economy.

Manufacturing output stabilised in the quarter to January, 
following fifteen consecutive months of decline, according to 
the latest CBI quarterly Industrial Trends Survey.

The survey of 291 manufacturers also found that total new 
orders fell moderately in the three months to January, after 
stabilising in the quarter to October, and prior to that, falling 
for five quarters in a row. A sharp decline was seen in domestic 
orders, while export orders fell at a similar pace to October.

Manufacturing employment fell again in the three months 
to January, but at the slowest pace since October 2019. But 
business sentiment declined significantly after staying flat over 
the second half of 2020. Optimism around export prospects 
also continued to fall notably. Output is expected to fall in the 
quarter ahead. Firms also anticipate total new orders to fall at 
a slightly quicker pace, reflecting faster declines in domestic 
and export orders. Headcount is expected to be broadly flat.

INDUSTRIAL TRENDS SURVEY
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OUTPUT

Meanwhile, almost half of manufacturers – the highest share 
since January 1975 – are concerned that access to materials or 
components may limit their output over the quarter ahead.
“Output was broadly flat in this month’s quarterly survey, 
with the picture varying in different sectors. Manufacturers 
across the board are continuing to battle major headwinds, 
with domestic and export orders notably falling.

“With growing costs and materials shortages mounting further 
pressure on firms at a time when they’re experiencing much 
less demand, the Government must avoid tapering off existing 
business support with a cliff edge in March.

“Acting swiftly ahead of the Budget to boost cash flow and 
shore up resilience will be essential. Crucially, extending the 
Job Retention Scheme and repayment periods for VAT deferrals 
until the end of Q2 will go a long way. And for the duration 
of the crisis, business support must remain in lockstep with 
restrictions.”

Rain Newton-Smith, CBI Chief Economist

“Most manufacturers will have been glad to see the back 
of 2020, but firms continue to operate in very difficult 
circumstances and the impact of this is being felt across the 
sector.

“While the start of 2021 is challenging, the COVID-19 vaccine 
drive brings with it a real sense of optimism for the future. 
The manufacturing sector can be an engine for UK’s economic 
recovery post-covid and firms are keen to work with 
government to make this happen. In the meantime however, 
it’s essential that the sector receives the support it needs to get 
through the next few critical months.”

Tom Crotty, Group Director at INEOS and Chair of the  
CBI Manufacturing Council
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Key findings:

Output
Output volumes in the quarter to January were broadly 
flat, following 15 consecutive months of decline (-2% 
from -6% in December). 

Output grew in 9 out of 17 sub-sectors, with expansions 
in pharmaceuticals and mechanical engineering output 
offset by a fall in food, drink & tobacco volumes. However, 
manufacturers expect output to fall once again in the next 
quarter (-24%).

Orders
Total new orders in the quarter to January fell moderately 
(-12% from -3% in October). Domestic orders declined (-20 
from +5% in October) while export orders fell at a similar 
pace to October (-13% from -14%)

Manufacturers expect total new orders to fall at a slightly 
quicker pace next quarter (-17%). Both domestic orders 
(-32%) and export orders (-24%) are expected to see faster 
declines.

Headcount
Numbers employed in the three months to January fell at 
a slower pace than in October (-10 from -27). Firms expect 
headcounts to be broadly flat next quarter (-1%).

Costs and prices
Average cost growth in the quarter to January (+34% from 
+16%) accelerated to its quickest pace since July 2018 (+36%). 
Cost inflation is expected to accelerate further in the next 
quarter (+55), marking the highest expectations since July 
2008 (+58%).

Average domestic prices grew in the quarter to January (+7% 
from -1%) at their quickest pace since April 2019 (+11%) and are 
expected to grow at a broadly similar rate next quarter (+4%).
Average export prices (+5% from -12%) grew slightly, for the 
first time since October 2019. However, they are expected to 
decline marginally next quarter (-4%).

Business sentiment
Business sentiment declined in the quarter to January (-22% 
from 0% in October). Export sentiment fell at a broadly 
similar pace (-23%) to October (-21%).

Investment
Firms’ investment intentions for the next year have 
deteriorated for plant & machinery and product & process 
innovation.

Spending on training & retraining is expected to be broadly 
unchanged compared to last year. 

Capital expenditure on buildings is expected to decline next 
year (to a similar extent to last quarter).

Source: CBI Economy in Brief February 2021, Industrial  
Trends Survey, CBI – www.cbi.org.uk
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PRINTING INDUSTRY TRENDS & EXPECTATIONS – SELECTED RESULTS

Q2 18 Q3 18 Q4 18 Q1 19 Q2 19 Q3 19 Q4 19 Q1 20 Q2 20 Q3 20 Q4 20 Q1 21

General state of the trade*          

actual -1 -8 6 1 -15 -12 -11 -63 -71 13 -4

forecast -15 4 -3 -22 -9 -3 -7 8 -52 22 -12 -33

State of the order books (%)          

better than normal for the time of year 20 27 23 38 39 23 18 19 14 13 18 16

normal 54 36 47 47 26 40 47 53 4 17 28 25

worse than normal 26 37 30 15 35 37 35 28 82 70 54 59

Numbers employed*   

actual -5 3 12 14 -2 8 -2 -31 -40 -25 -37  

forecast 11 12 11 20 7 7 2 4 -55 -24 -25 -5

Volume of orders (domestic)*   

actual 6 11 30 7 -13 -11 5 -52 -54 -6 -18  

forecast 7 21 23 5 6 -4 2 14 -57 5 -8 -25

Volume of output*   

actual -2 21 40 18 -2 5 6 -43 -59 -8 -9  

forecast -1 23 37 13 8 19 2 15 -55 7 -7 -24

Average prices (domestic)*   

actual -28 -26 1 3 -13 -30 -22 -27 -32 -21 -3  

forecast -16 -30 -21 11 -6 -27 -16 -4 -21 -26 -25 -10

Cost of paper & board*   

actual 72 82 83 72 23 2 7 8 10 -3 7  

forecast 65 59 80 84 26 6 28 -4 11 3 2 31

Work-in-progress*   

actual -7 -1 8 -5 3 4 5 -43 -54 -15 -16  

forecast -18 12 -7 -11 -7 6 10 -2 -53 -7 -17 -27

Margins on sales*   

actual -41 -41 -34 -22 -24 -24 -18 -28 -31 -22 -25  

forecast -32 -30 -28 -19 -17 -26 -12 -9 -28 -13 -36 -29

Debtor days (average number of days) 

 57   53   56    

Creditor days (average number of days)

 59 50 55

Capital expenditure (next 12 months compared to last 12 months)*

buildings 9   -1   0     

training & retraining 37   27   7     

plant & machinery 33   13   1     

product & process innovation 27   46   28     

Export orders*   

actual 23 31 9 18 25 19 51 -42 -27 -4 13  

forecast 34 25 43 16 39 9 -11 78 -70 -11 -37 -14

*balance = % of respondents reporting increase/more/improved less % of respondents reporting decrease/less/worsen. For example, if 48% said that the general state of the trade 
improved, 32% that it stayed the same and 20% that it worsened, the balance is +28.
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BPIF, 2 Villier’s Court, Meriden Business Park, Copse Drive, 
Coventry, West Midlands, CV5 9RN

T  0845 250 7050
W  www.britishprint.com
 @BPIF

The survey was carried out online during the period  
4-19 January 2021. The latest survey consists of  
149 companies employing 10,491 people with a  
combined turnover of £1.6 billion.

For further details concerning this survey or 
BPIF Research contact:

Kyle Jardine, BPIF Economist
T     028 9002 0135
E     kyle.jardine@bpif.org.uk
W    www.bpifresearch.com
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