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Foreword by Professor Nigel Thrift  

The following report commissioned by Advantage West Midlands seeks to throw 

some light on the perceptions which are held about Englandõs regions.  Here in the 

West Midlands, we have long accepted that perceptions do not al ways match 

reality.  We know there is a great quality of life to be enjoyed in our region; that 

our leisure and cultural offers are impressive; that once visitors have come here 

once they are highly likely to return; and that itõs a great place to do business.  

Our regional economic strategy identifies perceptions of the region as a headline 

indicator for progress.  So a group of interested researchers, under the guidance of 

an academic advisory group, set out to determine a methodology which would allow 

perceptions held about Englandõs regions to be measured.  The results achieved give 

a picture of how each region is perceived, identifying areas of both stronger and 

weaker performance for all, and thus allowing the opportunity to compare those 

strengths and weaknesses.  

As Chair of the Academic Advisory Group, I am confident the approach used has 

followed best practice in the field and has been deployed correctly so as to provide 

us with valuable regional insight. We must however be mindful that our survey w ork 

is not flawless. The sample is small and this means that it is not always possible to 

achieve a meaningful level of differentiation between the English regions.   

The results for the West Midlands are challenging but unsurprising.  But this region 

is not, and never has been, about taking only the easy options. Weõre about tackling 

issues head on, embracing the positive and developing robust solutions to address 

the areas of challenge.  

What this survey has provided is not only a benchmark against which we can 

measure progress in the future but also a point of reference for a number of 

important issues related to the environment in which we live, such as shopping and 

leisure facilities, schools, attractions, health and crime and disorder.  

We will use the se results to inform future activity for it is only by understanding our 

starting point that we can track the journey we make and recognise our destination 

when we arrive.  

 

Professor Thrift is the Vice Chancellor of the University of Warwick and chaired a 

group of academics who advised the Observatory on the methodology for the 

Regional Perceptions Indicator  
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1 Executive Summary  

The Regional Perceptions Indicator is one of six headline impact measures identified 

in the West Midlands Economic Strategy, Connecting to Success.  

There were three elements to the survey providing data for the perceptions 

indicator : a survey of 1800 residents from across England asking about perceptions 

relating to living, working, learning and visiting region s; a survey of 1800 businesses 

from across England asking about perceptions relating to investing in regions ; and a 

survey of 54 opinion-formers, including an international element, asking about 

perceptions of regions across all dimensions.  

The headline regional perceptions indicator is built up  from perceptions of  

individual elements which influence overall perceptions of places, based on  

responses to the surveys of residents and businesses. A separate direction of travel 

indicator is derived from the res ponses to the survey of opinion -formers.  

As a place to live, work and learn, West Midlands residents feel that it has a good 

mix of communities, relatively affordable housing and that it is easy to get around. 

However, in other respects they view  the regio n less favourably. Views were 

particularly negative about facilities for learning and shopping and about 

employment opportunities.  

As a place to visit, the West Midlands is perceived to be relatively easy to travel 

around and to have a good range of overni ght accommodation However, the range 

and uniqueness of visitor attractions and  the attractiveness of its environment are 

rated less highly.  

Differences between regions were less significant amongst business perceptions. 

West Midlands companies felt  that the region has a good reputation as a place to do 

business and provides good accessibility. They rated it less well in terms of its 

environment and the quality of life it offered to their staff.  

The most influential drivers of overall perceptions amongst re sidents include crime, 

health services, the local environment and employment prospects. Amongst 

businesses the key drivers of overall perceptions include costs, accessibility, quality 

of life issues and a skilled workforce.  

Combining these views, the  West Midlands is ranked eighth (of nine) on the 

Residents Overall Index. Within this overall index,  the region is ranked ninth  on the 

Visit Sub-Index and eighth on the Live/Work/Learn Sub -Index. The region is ranked  

seventh on the Business Overall Index. It should be noted that , d ifferences between 

regions on the Business Index are relatively small, and most are not statistically 

significant.  
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In the headline Regional Perceptions Indicator for 2009, the West Midlands is one of 

a group of four regions which ach ieved scores below the other five regions , as 

illustrated in the chart below. The regionõs score is the lowest of all regions but 

because the variation between the group of four lowest ranking regions is small, the 

differences to the other three regions ar e not statistically significant. This suggests 

that each region has some positive aspects of perceptions and some where 

perceptions are not so positive, so they balance each other.   

 

West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Regional Perceptions Indicator

Source: Regional Perceptions surveys  

Across the country, p eople living in more deprived areas generally have less positive 

perceptions of their areas, as do younger people and those from non -white ethnic 

groups. There is little difference between the perceptions of businesses in different 

sectors, although larger businesses generally view their local areas more favourably.  

Key opinion formers felt that three regions, the North East, North West and South 

East, were improving relative to others. The remaining regions were not showing 

any clear movement. Three regions, the East of E ngland, East Midlands and 

Yorkshire & the Humber, attracted fewer comments than other regions, suggesting 

peopleõs perceptions of them are less well formed. 

Many different factors influence the views of opinion -formers. These include 

current or previous re sidence, work or career history, experience of visiting regions, 

media representations and perceptions of industrial mix and social conditions. In 

the West Midlands particular factors include the regionõs industrial heritage, 

transport infrastructure and d iversity. Perceptions were often driven by Birmingham 

or by other locations in the region  which respondents were most familiar with , 

rather than being  clear view s about the region as a whole.  

 

 

Values between these lines are not 
statistically significantly different 
from the West Midlands value.  
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2 Background to the indicator  

The Regional Perceptions Indicator is one of six headline impact measures identified 

in the West Midlands Economic Strategy, Connecting to Success. Unlike the other 

five, it is, to some extent, a leading indicator giving information about how the 

region may develop in the future. This is  because the decisions people take about 

whether to invest, work, learn, visit or live in the region will be influenced by their 

perceptions of it. It will also act as a òreality checkó on what the more standard 

economic and social statistics are telling us.  

Following publication of Connecting to Success, Advantage West Midlands 

commissioned the Observatory to carry out the development of the regional 

perceptions indicator. This process began with a feasibility study which took place 

in the summer of 2007, ca rried out by Experian Business Solutions, working with the 

ONS Regional Statistician for the West Midlands. This concluded that there were no 

readily available measures that could be used for this purpose and that much of the 

available data would only prov ide òproxyó measures of perceptions. Therefore, a 

true perceptions indicator would require a new survey to be carried out.  

The following key principles were established, which the perceptions indicator 

would need to meet:  

 In order to meet the requirements of the proposed headline measure a 

single, numerical perceptions indicator  would be required  

 To be useful in informing future policy, a range of supporting information 

about the factors influencing perceptions of the region would also need to 

be collected  

 The final indicator would need to take account of perceptions of the region 

as a place to invest, to work, to learn, to visit and to live.  

 The views of different groups would need to be taken into account ð 

individuals, businesses and òopinion-formersó ð from both inside and outside 

the region (including internationally ) wherever possible  

 The perceptions indicator would need to allow the West Midlands to be 

compared with other English regions.  

 The indicator would also need to be designed in such a way th at it could be 

replicated to allow comparisons over time , so that we can judge how 

perceptions of the region are developing.  
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Following the feasibility study, we commissioned BMG Research to carry out a pilot 

project to develop and test the methodology for  conducting the survey and using 

the results to construct the indicator. As well as delivering  a single, numerical 

perceptions indicator  the process was designed to generate supporting information 

about the factors influencing perceptions of the region  to inform a range of policy 

areas. 

The pilot survey, conducted during 2008, started with a qualitative stage which was 

used to inform the design of the survey. This was followed by pilot surveys with 

each of the three target audiences for the indicator. The p ilot survey covered the 

whole of England but focused particularly on the West Midlands and, for comparison 

purposes, the North West.  

The results from the pilot survey were analysed in detail to inform decisions about 

the construction of the indicator. The analysis also led to some changes in the 

design of the research instruments used for the full survey.  

Following the completion of the pilot, Advantage West Midlands commissioned the 

Observatory to construct the first full version of the regional perception s indicator. 

This report summarises the process involved and sets out the main findings of the 

research, including the first version of the Regional Perceptions Indicator itself.  

 



Regional Perceptions Indicator West Midlands report  Page 9 of 40 

West Midlands Regional Observatory 

3 Methodology  

This section provides a summary of the methodology applied for t he collection of 

information and its use to construct the Regional Perceptions Indicator. More details 

about the methodology can be found in the separate  detailed  technical report 

which accompanies this summary report.  

3.1 Survey methodology 

There were three e lements to the survey providing data for the perceptions 

indicator : 

 A survey of residents asking about perceptions relating to living, 

working, learning and visiting regions  

 A survey of businesses asking about perceptions relating to investing 

in regions 

 A survey of opinion-formers, including an international element, 

asking about perceptions of regions across all dimensions 

The survey of residents had a sample size of 200 in each region, sufficient to  

provide robust results at regional level. The survey was carried out by face-to-face 

interviews. Survey locations were selected to be representative of each region in 

terms of levels of deprivation and the balance between urban and rural locations. 

There were quotas for the demographic profile of respondents t o ensure they are 

broadly representative. The questionnaire asked residents about their perceptions 

of their local area in terms of:  

 a number of elements which are important in defining perceptions of 

locations as places to live, work and learn  

 the relativ e importance of these elements in determining a good 

place to live, work and learn  

 perceptions of all regions about a number of elements which help 

determine perceptions of locations as a place to visit  

 overall perceptions of their own region, and other re gions as a place 

to live, work, learn and visit  
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The survey of businesses also involved 200 interviews in each region. The survey was 

carried out by telephone and used quotas to ensure an appropriate mix of 

businesses by size and sector. The business survey was shorter than the residentsõ 

survey and only asked questions about elements of perceptions of the local area as 

a place to invest and about their relative importance .  

The third element of the survey consisted of interviews with around 50 opinion 

formers, around one third of them from outside the UK . These interviews were 

carried out by telephone. The sample was  drawn from a number of key groups1. To 

ensure a spread of knowledge about different English regions, the sample included 

at least two responden ts located in each of the English regions and from Scotland 

and Wales, although most of the respondents had a national rather than local or 

regional focus. The interviews with opinion -formers were more qualitative than the 

other two surveys  and explored th e main drivers of perceptions amongst this group.  

3.2 Methodology for construction of the indicator  

The diagram below illustrates how the headline indicator is constructed from its 

component parts:  

West Midlands Regional Observatory2008

Construction of the Regional Perceptions Indicator

Regional Perceptions 

Indicator

Direction of Travel 

Indicator 

(Opinion Formers/ 

International)

Residents 

Overall Index

Businesses 

Overall Index

Invest Sub-Index

Elements

Live/Work/Learn 

Sub-Index

Visit Sub-Index

Elements
Elements

 

                                                
 
1
 The opinion-formers group includes representatives of the public sector, politics, academia, 

commerce, NGOs, the media and the cultural sector. The international business group 
includes relocation specialists, international conference organisers, UKTI representatives and 
staff in AWM/RDA overseas offices 
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Each of the answers to the questions relating to individual elements is given a 

score. The questions for the live/work/learn and invest elements use a six point 

scale and the scores for each response are 100-80-60-40-20-0. Scoring for questions 

relating to the visit dimension have only three points (positive, neutr al, negative) 

which are scored 100-50-0. These scores are then averaged across all respondents 

from a given region to give a score for each element.  

The scores for each element relating to the relevant dimensions are then averaged 

to give the sub -index score (i.e.  the elements are equally weighted ). This approach 

was selected as being the simplest option, since analysis undertaken during the pilot 

suggested that  the choice of weighting approach has little impact on the final 

results.  

For the residentsõ survey, the two sub -indices are then combined together , with the 

Live/Work/Learn sub -index being given three times the weight of the Visit sub -

index, to reflect the number of dimensions it covers. The overall business index is 

the same as the Invest sub-index.  Finally, the overall residentsõ and businessõ 

indices are averaged to give the Regional Perceptions Indicator  (i.e.  the residents 

and businesses responses are given equal weight in the final indicator ). 

The nature of the opinion formers survey is quite di fferent from the other surveys. 

Because of the relatively small sample size and the more qualitative nature of the 

survey, responses from the opinion-formers and international business groups are 

not built into the main indicator.  Instead a ôDirection of Travelõ indicator has been 

constructed.  

The direction of travel indicator is derived by analysing the interview responses 

against four key dimensions which between them cover the main issues which were 

covered in the interviews . The four dimensions are:  

 Thriving business community 

 Good quality of life  

 Strong sense of community 

 Good reputation as place to do business 

Following each interview, the responses are òscoredó against each of these 

dimensions for each region, using a framework of issues included unde r each 

heading to ensure consistency. Each response is scored as one of four values - 

broadly positive, broadly negative, neutral or no response (where a region is not 

mentioned for a particular dimension). Across the full sample, this allows us to 

quantif y the balance between positive and negative comments for each region on 

each dimension and gives us a figure for the number of interviews in which any 

given region is not mentioned against any dimension.  
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Both of these attributes contribute  to the overall d irection of travel indicator. The 

table below shows how this has been done for each of the four dimensions listed 

above. The thresholds for the different groups were determined based on the 

numbers of responses. The overall direction of travel indicator is  determined by the 

balance between the indicators for each of the dimensions.  

 

 High Coverage Low Coverage 

Positive Balance 
  

Neutral Balance 
  

Negative Balance 
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4 Results 

This section presents the Regional Perceptions Indicator and the component s which 

make it up . The section also includes headline analysis of other findings from the 

surveys of residents, businesses and opinion formers. Within this section, the 

findings are generally presented graphically, with an accompanying commentary. 

The numerical values of the Regional Perceptions Indicator and its components can 

be found in Appendix 1.  

Within the charts illustrating the indicator and its component parts, the West 

Midlands is shaded in dark blue. Regions whose score is statistically signifi cantly 

better than the West Midlands are coloured green . Those whose score is 

significantly worse are coloured red and those where there is no significant 

difference are coloured amber.  In addition, vertical lines on the chart illustrate the 

approximate ra nge within which any scores would not be statistically significantly 

different from those in the West Midlands.  

4.1 Headline indicator   

 In headline Regional Perceptions Indicator for 2009, the West Midlands 

has the lowest sc ore amongst the English regions . How ever, the variation 

across regions is small, with the differences to three other regions not 

statistically significant. This suggests that each region has some positive 

aspects of perceptions and some where perceptions are not so positive, 

so they balance each other.  

 

The headline Regional Perceptions Indicator for 2009 is presented on the chart 

below:  
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West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Regional Perceptions Indicator

Source: Regional Perceptions surveys 
 

Across the regions there was a relatively small range of scores, from 59.9 in the 

West Midlands to 64.9 in the South West with an average score of 62. 0. This 

suggests that each region has some positive aspects of perceptions and some where 

perceptions are not so positive, so they balance each other.  

Differences between regions of less than about 2 points are generally not 

stat istically significant.  Since there is little difference between the four regions 

with the lowest scores , with the gap between the West Midlands at the bottom and 

the North East in 6 th position being only 0.6 , t hese differences are not statistically 

signifi cant.  

Yorkshire and the Humberõs high ranking stands out from the otherwise north/south 

split of the regions , with the southern regions generally scoring higher than the 

northern regions.  

4.2 Component indicators 

 The West Midlands is ranked eighth on the Resid ents Overall Index and 

seventh on the Business Overall Index. Differences between regions on 

the Business Index are relatively small, and most are not statistically 

significant. The region is ranked last on the Visit Sub -Index and eighth on 

the Live/Work/L earn Sub-Index  

As described in section 3 the headline Perceptions Indicator is constructed from 

several component indicators which are presented below.  
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The Residents Overall Index and Business Overall Index are combined to make up 

the overall headline indicator . These indices present a score for each region  based 

on the perceptions of the region amongst residents and businesses respectively .  

West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Residents Overall Index

Source: Regional Perceptions surveys 
 

West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Business Overall Index

Source: Regional Perceptions surveys 
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The scores for the Residents Overall Index range from 57.4 in the North West to 68.2 

in the South West. The range of scores for the Business Overall Index is smaller 

ranging from 58.3 in the East Midlands to 64.3 in the South East . This is reflected in 

the degree of significance in the differences between regions  - there is no 

statistically significant difference between the West Midlands and seven of the 

other eight regions in the Business Overall Index. 

For the Residents Overall Index, the West Midlands is ranked in eighth place, with 

an index score of 59.3. However, the difference between the region and the North 

West and North East regions are not statistically significant. However, the West 

Midlands does score significantly bel ow the remaining six regions . Differences 

between regions of around 2.2 points are significant for this index.  

Overall, the differences between the average score on the two indices is small, 62.3 

for the Residents Overall Index and 61.7 for the Business Overall Index. The 

differences between the West Midlands scores for the two indices is similar, with 

the region scoring 60.6 on the Business Overall Index, 1.3 points higher than on the 

Residents Overall Index. 

This score places the West Midlands in 7th place on the Business Overall Index, one 

place higher than on the Residents Overall Index. However, the lower level of 

variation on the Business Overall Index means that the differences between regions 

are generally not statistically significant. Indeed, only the South East region scores 

significantly better than the West Midlands. Typically, differences of around 3.5 

points are significant for this index.  

The Residents Overall Index is constructed from two sub -indices, the Visit Sub -index 

and the Live/Work/Lea rn Sub-index. The Live/Work/Learn Sub -index is based on 

residentõs views of their local area (internal perceptions) whereas the Visit Sub-

index is based on respondentõs perceptions of all  regions (internal and external 

perceptions) . 
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West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Visit Sub-Index

Source: Regional Perceptions surveys 

West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Live/Work/Learn Sub -Index

Source: Regional Perceptions surveys 
 

The range of scores is greater on the Live/Work/Learn Sub -index (range from 55.1 

in the North West to 66.9 in the South West) than the Visit Sub -index (from 62.3 in 

the West Midlands to 72.0 in the South West).  The South West tops the rankings on 

both indices suggesting that both internal and external perceptions of the region 

are positive. 
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The West Midlands has the lowest score of all the regions on the Visit Sub -index, 

although the differences between it and the E ast of England and East Midlands 

region are not statistically significant. Due to the larger sample size for the 

questions linked to this sub -index, differences of above about 1.2 points are 

statistically significant.  

The West Midlands score for the Live/W ork/Learn Sub-index was 58.2, the second 

lowest amongst the nine regions. However, this was significantly better than the 

score for the North West on this sub -index. The differences between the West 

Midlands and the North East and South East regions were not significant. For this 

sub-index, differences of around 2.9 points are required to be statistically 

significant.  

4.3 Individual elements  ð Visit Sub-Index 

 As a place to visit, the West Midlands is perceived poorly in terms of the 

range and uniqueness of visi tor attractions, the attractiveness of its 

environment and its reputation. However, it is felt to be relatively easy 

to travel around and to have a good range of overnight accommodation  

Each of the sub-indices described above are made up various elements based on 

individual questions asked in the surveys. The Visit Sub-Index is constructed from 

seven separate elements: 

West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Visit Sub-Index Elements
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Some of the elements within the visit dimension show more variation than others. 

The element with  the highest scores across all regions is based on the question 

which asks about the range of over night accommodation available . The average 

score for this element is 75.2  but there is little variation, with only London and the 

South West scoring significantly bette r than the West Midlands on this indicator .  

Another element with a high average score but limited variation asks whether a 

region ôis easy to travel aroundõ. In this case, the West Midlands has the third 

highest score, although only the East of England and London score significantly 

below it. Across all other visit dimensions, the We st Midlands scores in the bottom 

three of regions. Only in relation to the ôis friendly and welcomingõ element does it 

score significantly better than another region, in this c ase London. Across all of 

these elements, at least four (and up to seven) other regions score significantly 

better than the West Midlands.   

In terms of other regions, t he South West, South East and Yorkshire and the Humber 

are noticeable as ranking towards  the top for all of the separate elements. The 

scores for the South West generally stand out as higher than the other regions , as 

reflected in the Visit sub -index,  with the region consistently being rated best 

amongst the English regions with the exception  of London for those elements where 

the capital was rated highly.  

Whereas most regions feature in a similar position in the rankings on all of the 

elements, London is interesting as it ranks first on three elements and last on the 

remaining four suggesting that opinions about the capital are strong and polarised.   

4.4 Individual elements ð Live/Work/Learn Sub -Index 

 As a place to live, work and learn, West Midlands residents typically 

perceive it to be in the bottom half of regions. They do feel that it has a 

good mix of communities, relatively affordable housing and that it is easy 

to get around. Views were particularly negative about facilities for 

learning and shopping and about employment opportunities.  

There are 20 elements in the Live/Work/Learn Sub -Index. The elements for this sub 

index are based on questions about a respondentõs local area so are ôinternalõ 

perceptions of an area.  

For most of the live/work/learn elements, the West Midlands falls in the bottom 

half of regions. The region only appears in the  top half on one element, ôhas a good 

mix of communities and culturesõ, where it ranks second to London. For this 

element, four regions get significantly worse scores than the West Midlands ð the 

three Northern Way regions and the South East.  
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There are fiv e other elements for which the West Midlands scores significantly 

better than at least one other region. These are: ôhas decent wage levelsõ (better 

than the North East); ôhas good schoolsõ (North West); ôhas affordable decent 

housingõ (South East); ôis easy to get aroundõ (South East and North West); and ôhas 

good reputation/desirable areaõ (North West). 

West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Live/Work/Learn Sub -Index Elements

Source: Regional Perceptions Indicator surveys
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Live/Work/Learn Sub -Index Elements cont.

Source: Regional Perceptions Indicator surveys
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Across all regions, the elements of the Live/Work/Learn Sub -Index which have the 

highest average scores are ôprovides good access to health servicesõ (average = 

72.4), followed by ôis easy to get aroundõ (average = 70.9), ôhas good pre-schools 

and nurseriesõ (average = 70.2) and ôhas good schoolsõ (average = 69.7). It is 

interesting to note t hat public services, like health services and schools, have 

scored relatively well compared to other elements in this sub -index.  

The elements with the lowest average scores are ôprovides good employment 

opportunitiesõ (average = 49.7, one of the lowest average scores of any elements of 

the sub-indices), ôhas good levels of employmentõ (average = 51.8) ôhas a thriving 

business communityõ (average = 53.8) and ôhas decent wage levelsõ (average = 

54.9). All of the elements with the lowest average scores could b e categorised as 

relating to the local economy.  

4.5 Individual elements ð Invest Sub-Index 

 Differences between regions were less significant amongst business 

perceptions. West Midlands businesses considered the region to have a 

good reputation and to provide g ood accessibility. They rated it less well 

in terms of its environment and the quality of life it offered to their staff.  

The final set of elements is described as the Invest Sub -Index which is the same as 

the Business Overall Index. There are 11 elements in this case: 
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In contrast to the live/work/learn and visit elements, there are two business 

elements where none of the differences between regions was  statistically 

significant. These are ôhas a good reputation as a place to do businessõ and 

ôprovides good access to your markets/customersõ. This suggests that, in 

perceptions terms at least, these elements are not place -dependent.  For one other 

element, ôhas a good range of conference facilitiesõ, the West Midlands is in the 

middle of the range and no other region differs from it significantly.  

The West Midlands scores in the top half of regions for four elements, although two 

of these are those where the regions do not differ significantly from one another. 

The other two rela te to transport links, ôprovides good transport linksõ and ôhas 

good access to national and international destinationsõ. In both cases the region is 

significantly below London but is significantly ahead of two other regions (East of 

England in both cases plus East Midlands for the former and South West for the 

latter).  

The highest scoring elements across all regions in this index are ôis easily accessible 

for your workforceõ (average = 70.6) followed by ôhas an attractive environmentõ 

(average = 70.1) and ôprovides staff with a good quality of lifeõ (average = 68.4). 

The lowest scoring elements are ôhas a good range of conference facilitiesõ (average 

= 45.7) and ôhas a good range of overnight accommodation (average = 54.8).  

4.6 Relationship between the elements  

 Common factors underlying perceptions of regions as places to live, work 

and learn include th e strength of the local economy, the quality of the 

living environment and accessibility. As a place to invest, accessibility is 

again a common factor, as are qua lity of life factors and the availability of 

facilities.  

The analysis above gives details of responses to a large number of questions about 

different elements which influence perceptions. However, the number of results, 

across 20 live/work/learn, 11 invest  and 7 visit dimensions, makes responding to 

them a challenge. Therefore, there is merit in trying to get a better understanding 

of the key factors which underpin perceptions across the different elements.  

We have used a technique called factor analysis to  identify elements which are 

closely associated with one another, in terms of peopleõs perceptions. 
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For the live/work/learn elements, the factor analysis identifies three main 

underlying factors. The first broadly covers the state of the local economy. Thi s is 

closely linked to elements such as ôhas decent wage levelsõ, ôprovides good 

employment opportunitiesõ, ôhas good levels of employmentõ and ôhas a thriving 

business communityõ. London scores highest on this factor and the North East scores 

lowest. The West Midlands ranks 7th of the 9 regions, although some of the gaps are 

small.  

The second factor relates to a number of environmental and reputational elements. 

These include, ôprovides good access to natureõ, ôhas a low level of crimeõ, ôhas a 

low level o f anti -social behaviourõ, ôhas a good reputation/desirable areaõ and ôhas 

an attractive environmentõ. The South West region scores best on this factor whilst 

London scores lowest. The West Midlands ranks 6th.  

The final underlying factor is related to acces sibility, both in general terms and in 

relation to good quality  services. The elements most closely linked to this factor 

include, ôhas good schoolsõ, ôprovides good access to health servicesõ, ôis easy to get 

aroundõ and ôhas good pre-schools and nurseriesõ. There is less variation between 

regions on this factor but Yorkshire and the Humber scores highest and the North 

West lowest. The West Midlands ranks 7th.  

For the business invest elements, the analysis also identifies three main factors 

underlying the elements. The first relates to transport and accessibility. This is 

linked to the elements ôis easily accessible for your workforceõ, ôprovides good 

access to your markets/customersõ, ôprovides good transport linksõ and ôhas good 

access to national and int ernational destinations.  London has the highest score on 

this factor and the South West the lowest. The West Midlands has the 4 th highest 

score. 

The second factor relates to elements associated with quality of life and reputation. 

These include ôhas a good reputation as a place to do businessõ, ôhas an attractive 

environmentõ and ôprovides staff with a good quality of lifeõ. The South West scores 

the best on this factor and London the worst. The West Midlands ranks 8 th.  

The final factor is linked to the ava ilability of facilities. It is closely linked to the 

elements ôhas a good range of conference facilitiesõ and ôhas a good range of 

overnight accommodationõ and less strongly to ôprovides good access to a skilled 

workforceõ. The highest score for this factor is in the North West and the lowest in 

the East Midlands. The West Midlands ranks 8th.  

Because of the way the data are collected, it is not possible to carry out the same 

kind of factor analysis for the visit dimension. However, a more basic analysis 

identifies three main factors: one relating to the environment and reputation, one 

relating to visitor attractions and one to accommodation.  
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4.7 Relative importance of elements  

 The most influential drivers of overall perceptions amongst residents 

include crime, h ealth services, the local environment and employment 

prospects. Amongst bus inesses the key drivers of overall perceptions 

include costs, accessibility, quality of life issues and a skilled workforce.  

In both the residents and business surveys there was a section asking respondents to 

say how important each of the element s is to making somewhere a good place visit, 

live/work/learn or invest. We have analysed the answers to these questions  to 

discover which elements respondents say are the most important  in t heir 

perceptions of an area .  

Whilst these òstated importanceó questions tell us what respondents say are the 

most important elements, it doesnõt give the whole picture. For example, some 

elements will be considered important but vary little between places . Therefore, 

they have little influence on  overall perceptions 2.  

To understand the full  importance of elements, we should also consider how 

perceptions of each relate to overall perceptions of place. These òderived 

importanceó ratings can identify which e lements are the most important drivers of 

overall perceptions.  

In deciding how to prioritise actions to improve perceptions, we need to understand 

both stated and derived importance. High l evels of stated importance mean  that 

elements are important to peop le, whether or not they influence their overall 

perceptions of place. Failure to give them sufficient priority may lead to their  

influence  on overall perceptions  growing3. High levels of derived importance mean 

that elements are key drivers of overall perc eptions and improving them could have 

a large impact  on peopleõs decisions about whether to invest, visit, live, work or 

learn in the West Midlands . 

                                                
 
2
 As an example, when asked about what factors are important in an airline, safety comes out 
top of most peopleôs list. However, all airlines have similar safety standards so few people 
would use it to choose which airline to fly with. Instead peopleôs choices are more likely to be 
driven by factors such as cost, convenience or frequency, which they would consider less 
important when asked. 
3
 In the airline example, any airline which neglected safety because it wasnôt important in 

customer choices would soon find that it became important! 
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First,  we look at the Live/Work/Learn Sub -index .  All of the elements were 

considered to be important by a m ajority of respondents  nationally . The three most 

important elements were ôhas a low level of crimeõ, ôhas a low level of anti-social 

behaviourõ and ôprovides good access to health servicesõ, all having over 97% or 

respondents saying these were very or fai rly important. The least important were 

ôhas good pre-schools and nurseriesõ, ôhas a thriving business communityõ and ôhas a 

good mix of communities/culturesõ, although even these were considered very or 

fairly important by nearly 90% of respondents . 

Respondents in the West Midlands were even more likely to consider that each of 

the elements was very or fairly important.  The top three elements were the same 

as for the national sample. The least important elements to regional respondents 

were, however, ôprovides good access to natureõ and ôhas good sports and leisure 

facilitiesõ. These were also ranked fairly low  nationally.  

A rather different picture emerges when we look at which elements are the key 

drivers of overall perceptions.  Nationally, t he most important elements are ôhas an 

attractive environmentõ and ôhas a good reputation/desirable areaõ. These are 

followed by employment related elements, ôhas good levels of employmentõ and 

ôhas decent wage levelsõ. The top rated element by residents, ôhas a low level of 

crimeõ is only the fifth most influential  in this analysis. The least significant 

elements as drivers of overall perceptions are , ôis easy to get aroundõ, ôhas a good 

mix of communities/culturesõ and ôhas affordable decent housingõ. 

Again the pictur e in the West Midlands is similar  to the national picture , although 

the economic factors are more important in driving perceptions in the region, as is 

ôhas a strong sense of communityõ. The reputation of an area and levels of crime 

are less important in the region than nationally.  

Next, we look at the Visit sub -index . Once again, all of the elements are 

considered to be very or fairly important by most respondents. They considered the 

most important elements to be ôis friendly and welcomingõ, ôhas an attractive 

environmentõ and ôhas a good reputationõ. The least important elements were those 

relati ng to visitor attractions. R espondents were asked about all regions for these 

questions, so there are no separate views of West Midlandsõ respondents. 

Once again the results of the analysis of key drivers of perceptions differ from what 

respondentsõ say are important. According to the analysis the most important factor 

is ôhas an attractive environmentõ but this is followed by ôhas an exciting range of 

visitor attr actionsõ. The least important factors are ôis easy to travel aroundõ and 

ôhas unique visitor attractionsõ. 
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Unlike the other two indices, t he elements in the Invest Sub-Index  were less 

consistently regarded as very or fairly important.  Whilst most of the el ements were 

still rated as important by at least 80% of respondents, there were three clear 

exceptions. Only 67% felt that good access to national and international destinations 

was important, 53% that a good range of overnight accommodation was and only 

45% that a good range of conference facilities was. There was relatively little 

difference between many of the other elements but those that were rated the most 

important were ôhas affordable overheads and wage levelsõ, ôprovides good access 

to markets/cust omersõ and ôprovides staff with a good quality of lifeõ. 

The responses from West Midlands businesses were similar to the national picture. 

However, they regarded accessibility for the workforce as the most important single 

element. Otherwise the most and l east important elements were the same as those 

identified nationally.  

The business survey asked respondents to rate their region both overall as a place to 

do business and as a place to invest. We can produce derived importance ratings for 

either of these questions. For the former, there are a number of elements which 

have roughly equal importance: ôprovides good access to a skilled workforceõ, ôhas 

an attractive environmentõ, ôprovides staff with a good quality of lifeõ and ôhas a 

good reputation as a place to do businessõ. These factors are also the four most 

important in terms of investment, but the order is reversed.  

The least significant elements as drivers of perceptions overall are ôhas good access 

to national and international destinationsõ and ôhas a good range of conference 

facilitiesõ. However, these are more significant in terms of investment, where the 

least important elements are ôhas affordable overheads and wage levelsõ and ôis 

easily accessible for your workforceõ. 

Once again, the results fro m the West Midlands were broadly similar to the national 

picture.  

4.8 Demographic / business breakdowns 

 People living in more deprived areas generally have less positive 

perceptions of their areas, as do younger people and those from non -

white ethnic groups. T here is little difference between the perceptions of 

businesses in different sectors, although larger businesses generally view 

their local areas more favourably.  
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Some basic demographic details were recorded about the respondents to the 

residentsõ survey and information about the nature of the business from those to 

the business survey. This allows us to analyse how perceptions of area s vary 

between different groups.  We have used the question in the survey which asked 

respondents to rate their area overall  as a place to live/work/learn and visit 

(residents survey) and overall  as a place to do business (business survey).Because of 

the sample sizes it is only possible to present these demographic breakdowns at a 

national level.   

Residentõs overall perceptions of their area by various demographic factors  are 

shown on the chart below. Overall 87% of respondents rated their local area as 

either ôvery goodõ or ôfairly goodõ. 

Residentõs perceptions of their local area improved with increasing age and 

decreasing deprivation of the area where they live. Those living in areas which are 

in the least deprived 20% of areas nationally were the most likely of all the groups 

to rate their area as very or fairly good with 93% of respondents giving this answer.  

There was littl e difference between the perceptions of male and female 

respondents. People from the white British ethnic group were more likely to rate 

their area as very good or fairly good (87%) than those from a non -white British 

ethnic group (83%). There was a clear difference between the two groups in rented 

housing (with those renting privately more likely to rate their area as very or fairly 

good (88%) than those in social rented accommodation - 77%) but both of these 

groups were less likely to say their area was v ery good than the owner occupier 

group. 
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Residents overall perception of their area ðDemographic breakdowns

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

All respondents

Male

Female

Aged <25

Aged 25-64

Aged 65+

White British

non-white British

Most deprived quintile -1

2

3

4

Least deprived quintile - 5

Owner

Social rented

Private rented

% of Respondents

Very good Fairly good Neither good nor poor Fairly poor Very poor

Source: Regional Perceptions surveys 

(No. of responses)

(1271)

(330)

(214)

(1906)

(938)

(968)

(227)

(1274)

(389)

(392)

(444)

(352)

(399)

(319)

(1643)

(256)

 

The next chart shows the overall ratings given by respondents in the business survey 

about their local area. This has been broken down by the industry and size of the 

business: 



Regional Perceptions Indicator West Midlands report  Page 29 of 40 

West Midlands Regional Observatory 

West Midlands Regional Observatory2009

Businesses overall perception of their area by industry and size
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(No. of responses)

(1840)

(106)

(140)

(183)

(458)

(235)

(553)

(165)

(1527)

(229)

(84)

 

Key to SIC codes 

ABC Agriculture, fishing and mining  

DE Manufacturing and electricity, gas and water supply  

F Construction 

G 
Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles, motorcycles and 

personal and household goods 

HI Hotels and restaurants, Transport, storage and communication  

JK Financial intermediation, Real estate, renting and business activities  

O Other community, social and personal service activities  

 

Respondents to the business survey had lower perceptions of their area than 

residents. Only 70% of businesses answering this question rated their area as very or 

fairly good compared with 87% of residents.  

The industry of the busi nesses did not greatly affect their responses . The industries 

in which the smalle st percentage of respondents rated their area as very or fairly 

good were manufacturing and electricity gas and water supply (65%), hotels, 

restaurants, transport, storag e and accommodation (67%) and wholesale and retail 

trade  (68%). Businesses in the financial intermediation, real estate and business 

activity sectors rated their local area highest, with 73% saying it was very or fairly 

good. 
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Businesses with fewer than 50 employees were much less likely to say their local 

area was very or fairly good compar ed with larger businesses with 50+ employees 

(although there was a much smaller number of responses from these).  

4.9 Direction of travel indicator  

 Key opinion formers felt that three regions, the North East, North West 

and South East, were improving relative t o others. The remaining regions 

were not showing any clear movement. Three regions, the East of 

England, East Midlands and Yorkshire & the Humber, attracted fewer 

comments than other regions, suggesting peopleõs perceptions of them 

are less well formed.  

Alongside the residents and business surveys a survey of ôopinion formersõ was also 

carried out. This survey was primarily qualitative and the sample was relatively 

small. Therefore, it does not lend itself to the kind of analysis which we have 

presented above for the residentsõ and business surveys. Instead, the results of this 

survey have been analysed and used to construct a ôdirection of travelõ indicator for 

each region.  

According to the direction of travel indicator, no region was considere d to be 

worsening. Three regions were considered by the opinion formers to be improving:  

 North East 

 North West 

 South East 

The remaining regions were not showing clear movement in either direction, 

although all elicited more positive comments than negative ones. Three regions, the 

East of England, East Midlands and Yorkshire and the Humber, attracted fewer 

comments than other regions, suggesting that peopleõs perceptions of these regions 

are less well formed.  

[DRAFTING NOTE: AT PRESENT THIS SECTION DOES NOT INCLUDE A MORE DETAILED 

ANALYSIS OF THE BALANCE OF RESPONSES FROM THE OPINION FORMERS SURVEY. 

THIS COULD BE INCLUDED BUT MIGHT BE OPEN TO CHALLENGE BASED ON THE SMALL 

SAMPLE SIZE. A FINAL DECISION TO BE TAKEN BY THE PROJECT BOARD FOLLOWING 

REVIEW OF THE DATA] 
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4.10 Key drivers of perceptions  amongst opinion-formers 

 Many different factors influence the views of opinion -formers. These 

include current or previous residence, work or career history, experience 

of visiting regions, media representations and perceptions of industr ial 

mix and social conditions. In the West Midlands particular factors include 

the regionõs industrial heritage, transport infrastructure and diversity. 

Perceptions were often driven by Birmingham and other locations in the 

region, with no clear view about  the region as a whole.  

Beyond the calculation of the direction of travel indicator, we have analysed the 

opinion-formers interviews to identify the most important factors driving 

perceptions of regions. Inevitably this is a simplification of a complex and  hugely 

subjective area. Nevertheless, across the country we have identified five key drivers 

of perceptions, which are illustrated in the diagram below. 

Key Drivers of Perceptions of regions amongst opinion -formers  

 

Looking in more detail at the West Mid lands, several key drivers of perceptions of 

the region can be identified from the responses.  
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Industry  - One of the most commonly stated perceptions of the region was its 

association with the manufacturing and automotive industries. Many respondents 

talke d about the decline in these industries and the impact that this has had on the 

region but also its strong history in these areas. Some spoke about the newer 

industries, around professional services and banking, that have established 

themselves in some areas of the region. In general, respondents perception of the 

region was often framed by their knowledge of its key industries.  

òThere are parts of the West Midlands where there are strong commercial 

opportunities...like much of the midlands and the north o f England they're 

still trying to resolve the issue of what they do in a post -industrial and 

manufacturing eraó 

òBirminghamé I generally believe h as a fantastic thriving business 

community centred around the professional services in ... The incredible 

diversity which is often hid from general view a  lot of it clustered around a 

lot of  small businesses doing a lot of very specialist stuff which does not 

often get the headlines  or attention a s well as the big manufacturersó 

 

Infrastructure/ transport  ð The central location of the region provided many 

respondents with a perception of the region in relation to its transport links. The 

regionõs infrastructure and transport links were mentioned in both positive and 

negative lights: some respondents felt that the  West Midlands provided good access 

to the rest of the UK and internationally whereas others focussed on the congestion 

problems on the many motorways going through the region.  

òI have done a reasonable amount of business travel, and you can still 

connect quite easily going to the main sort of flight networks, I fly for 

example to Asia and the States and you do that from Birmingham, and the 

connections there into the centre and the public transport connections are 

very good as welló 

òThe transport infrastr ucture in the West Midlands, it gets very congested, 

particularly the M6.  Though the toll road has made a difference to 

travelling north... But youõre always at the mercy of the volume of trafficé  

The infrastructure isnõt too bad when youõve got all the motorways but I 

think one of the big issues is keeping that moving.  T rains, itõs the 

unreliabilityéWhen it runs, itõs fantastic, youõre down in London, hour and 

10 minutes, but then you find cancellations or é things like that, and that 

undermines confiden ce in public transport in the area ó 

Birmingham/conurbation  ð Perceptions of Birmingham tended to shape 

respondentõs perceptions of the region. Many respondents talked specifically about 

Birmingham (and some about the larger conurbation area) rather than th e region. 

This was true for both positive and negative opinions.  
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òI remember the difference that they [the WM] have made in Birmingham 

City Centre from being an absolute dump into a very nice place sometime 

over the last decade so I do remember that. ó 

òMy overriding impression is around the big conurbation, Birmingham, 

Wolverhampton, Walsall.  Kind of a mega city really which was one of the 

reasons that I left the region actually because it seemed to be rather 

oppressive in that there wasnõt a great deal of open space...I mean of 

course there are open spaces within the West Midlands but I think that one 

would have to travel a pretty long way if one lived in an urban area 

compared to either the East Midlands or the North East ó 

Diversity  ð Both the cultural a nd physical diversity of the region were highlighted. 

Several interviewees spoke about the rural shire counties in the region in contrast 

to the large metropolitan area. The cultural and ethnic diversity of the region, 

particularly in the urban areas, was also a common theme among respondents.  

ò[Compared to South West] much more cosmopolitan, a sort of richer mix of 

people, different backgrounds ó 

"Depends which bit, you know, I think Warwickshire is quite a nice place.  I 

like the resources in Birmingham c entre, you know, thereõs some good stuff 

in there if you want to go up there.  Coventry is trying but yet to succeed, 

really, to be a really thriving city centre ó 

òThe West Midlands will contain a number of different types of community.  

I mean itõs certainly the industrial conurbations versus the rural landscape 

would be different sense of community.ó 

Local identity but not regional  - There seemed to be a feeling among respondents 

that individual cities and towns in the region have strong local identities and a 

strong sense of community. However, several respondents felt that this did not 

translate into a strong regional identity as perhaps might be true for Yorkshire or 

the North East. A few respondents actually went further than this and spoke about a 

perceived conflict between some of the large cities such as Birmingham, Coventry 

and Wolverhampton. Respondents felt that people living in the West Midlands are 

unlikely to identify themselves as belonging to the West Midlands but rather in 

relation to their local area.  

òThe WM has this problem with perception of a disjointed community...  

people in Coventry don't associate themselves wit h people in 

Wolverhamptonó 
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òThatõs slightly less [sense of community] in West Midlands because its sort 

of got the sub areas in it. In the South West, its either Bristol or not Bristol, 

whereas in the West Midlands, whether its Coventry, Birmingham, 

Wolverhampton, Telford, Shrewsbury you know they have all got their own 

identities but they have all got a size to them as well ó 
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Appendix 1: Tables  

Table A: Regional Perceptions Indicator  

Region Score Confidence 
interval 

South West 64.9 ±1.4 

Yorkshire and the Humber 63.7 ±1.6 

London 63.4 ±1.4 

South East 62.9 ±1.2 

East of England 62.3 ±1.3 

North East 60.5 ±1.4 

East Midlands 60.4 ±1.5 

North West 60.0 ±1.3 

West Midlands 59.9 ±1.5 

Total 62.0 ±0.5 

 

Table B: Residents Overall Index  

Region Score Confidence 
interval 

South West 68.2 ±1.5 

East of England 64.7 ±1.4 

London 64.3 ±1.6 

Yorkshire and the Humber 63.7 ±1.8 

East Midlands 62.5 ±1.4 

South East 61.5 ±1.3 

North East 59.6 ±1.6 

West Midlands 59.3 ±1.6 

North West 57.4 ±1.3 

Total 62.3 ±0.5 
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Table C: Business Overall Index  

Region Score Confidence 
interval 

South East 64.3 ±2.1 

Yorkshire and the Humber 63.7 ±2.5 

London 62.6 ±2.3 

North West 62.5 ±2.3 

South West 61.6 ±2.4 

North East 61.4 ±2.4 

West Midlands 60.6 ±2.5 

East of England 59.9 ±2.3 

East Midlands 58.3 ±2.8 

Total 61.7 ±0.8 

 

Table D: Visit Sub -Index  

Region Score Confidence 
interval 

South West 72.0 ±0.9 

London 66.5 ±0.9 

South East 66.4 ±0.8 

Yorkshire and the Humber 66.1 ±0.9 

North West 64.5 ±0.9 

North East 63.7 ±0.9 

East of England 63.3 ±0.8 

East Midlands 63.1 ±0.8 

West Midlands 62.3 ±0.9 

Total 65.3 ±0.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Regional Perceptions Indicator West Midlands report  Page 37 of 40 

West Midlands Regional Observatory 

Table E: Live/Work/Learn Sub -index  

Region Score Confidence 
interval 

South West 66.9 ±2.0 

East of England 65.2 ±1.9 

London 63.5 ±2.1 

Yorkshire and the Humber 62.9 ±2.4 

East Midlands 62.3 ±1.8 

South East 59.9 ±1.7 

North East 58.3 ±2.1 

West Midlands 58.2 ±2.1 

North West 55.1 ±1.7 

Total 61.3 ±0.7 
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