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Foreword
Owen Garling

Our intention when we launched our levelling up blog series in early 2021 was to publish a series of short
pieces to help stimulate the emerging debate about levelling up by bringing our research agenda to bear on
the questions surrounding this emerging policy programme.
Key themes that we wanted to consider included: questions around the definition of levelling up; the
importance of considering inequality at different geographical scales; the difficulties of comparing different
places; and the importance of measurement. Above all we wanted to examine how levelling up could be
woven into all of the government’s policy programmes to ensure that they have a positive impact on the
inequalities being felt by those hardest hit places.
The subsequent blog series covers these themes and more, and this anthology brings together a number of
different angles. Partly this is to counter the sometime ephemeral nature of blog posts and ensure that these
pieces get the attention they deserve, but also because we feel that bringing them together as a collection
enables the blogs to talk to each other and for a number of common themes to emerge from the body of work.
We would like to thank all of our colleagues who have contributed to the series, both from the Bennett
Institute for Public Policy, and from our wider network. One of the joys of the series has been the opportunity
to provide a platform to a wide range of different voices all with their own views on levelling up.
We would also like to thank Dr Rob Doubleday and the team at the Centre for Science and Policy (CSaP) for
partnering with us to hold a series of weekly levelling up seminars for CSaP policy fellows based on the
content of the blog series. This partnership enabled us to test out some of our emerging research from the
Bennett Institute, strengthen the link between researchers and policymakers, and most importantly create a
space for rich conversations.
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Introduction
Professors Diane Coyle and Michael Kenny

When we decided early in 2018 that ‘Place’ would
be one of the core research themes of the Bennett
Institute, we did so because the geographical
dimensions of inequality were becoming an
increasingly salient concern for policymakers across
the world. Here in the UK, the British government’s
ambitious-sounding ‘levelling up’ agenda has put
this issue centre stage, but the question of what
kind of policy programme this entails, what the
priorities within it are, and what kinds of funding and
intervention it requires remain to be determined.

contributors observe. But the policies pursued by
successive British governments appear to have
exacerbated, rather than alleviated, this trend.
This is particularly true of policymaking in relation
to key infrastructure. Governmental investments do
much to influence where people live and work over
the long term. For instance, the Beeching cuts to the
rail network in the 1960s were so extensive that their
shadow still hangs over the towns that were cut off
by them. The appraisal of public transport projects,
in the UK, has generally favoured building more
infrastructure in the already-productive places. And
London’s transport advantage in connecting people to
a large job market is immense.

Over the course of 2021 we commissioned a number
of researchers, policymakers and thinkers to explore
these and other related issues. And we are delighted to
publish a collection of some of these pieces.

As several of our contributors note, the UK’s
investment needs are considerable and varied, both in
terms of transport and digital infrastructures, and also
in terms of the facilities, amenities and spaces – the
social infrastructure – which sustains the community
life and social fabric of places. Increasingly, there is
a growing recognition that investments in these are
key to the long-term economic prospects of poorer
places. Targeted investments and interventions in
the sporting, cultural or heritage assets of a place, or
to the centres of towns, can be an important way of
addressing residents feelings of pessimism about their
own place.

The underlying economic forces driving greater
inequality between some urban centres and other
places – including poorer urban areas, many towns,
and parts of the rural hinterland – are apparent
in all of the world’s developed economies. The
more important the flow of ideas has been in
creating economic value, the greater the capacity of
agglomerations bringing people together to exchange
what economists refer to as ‘tacit knowledge’ – the
ideas that can’t easily be written down or even
communicated online. Once an urban centre has
reached a point with enough knowledge-based
activity, its success becomes self-fulfilling, as its
amenities attract more of the same kind of people
to it. How much the experience of the pandemic and
working from home will change these ingrained
patterns remains to be seen.

Another distinctive part of the UK’s context is its
highly centralised system of government (particularly
in England where the devolution landscape is patchy
and under developed), and the unusual degree of
policy volatility in some of the key areas linked to
industrial strategy – for instance Further Education
policy.

These economic dynamics have combined with the
UK’s own institutional structures and historic economic
disadvantages to make the country’s economic
geography one of the most unequal in the developed
world. The experience of deindustrialisation in the
north of England and Midlands and the industrial
belts of central Scotland and South Wales, raising
levels of unemployment and cementing multiple
social disadvantages, has cast a long shadow over
the economies of these regions, as several of our

Equally, the ways in which spatial interventions
are conceived and developed at the UK centre has
changed considerably over a fairly short time-frame
with the Regional Development Agencies of the New
Labour era giving way to Local Economic Partnerships
and a complex set of overlapping decision-making
structures since 2010.
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Figure One: Example – layers of governance across East Anglia

A striking illustration of this feature of the British
policy scene is the abolition in March 2021, by the
Johnson government, of its Conservative predecessor’s
Industrial Strategy. This was replaced by a Plan for
Growth that includes many of the same elements but
combines them differently and provides very different
incentives and requirements for local areas.

about the challenges facing their localities should
be a crucial part of this agenda. So too is giving
consideration to which are the most appropriate policy
tools to employ: from education policies to investing
in social assets to energy policy to infrastructure.
Establishing a coherent understanding of levelling
up which leaves space for these different levers
will certainly be challenging. And it may be that
policymakers need to focus – rhetorically – more on
the journey than the idea of levelling up initiatives
as designed to achieve a determinate end point. And
while measuring and monitoring a wide range of
outcomes will be a key part of how the Government
judges its efforts, and is held accountable for them,
the very different needs of different places and
the unevenness of the UK’s economic geography,
undermines the merits of a ‘one size fits all’ approach.
The more valuable and attainable goal to reach for is
to restore a sense of pride in place and agency for the
future of many of Britain’s poorer communities and
towns.

Where the current Government stands on the question
of extending devolution within England, which many
see as a pre-requisite for its success, remains unclear.
There is a real risk that relocating parts of Whitehall
departments in Darlington or Wolverhampton will
merely establish new ‘imperial outposts’ and will
not necessarily challenge the culture of centralised
decision-making.
These issues are explored by a number of our
contributors. Some of these also draw attention to a
different, equally important, point: that levelling up
may well involve achieving different objectives in
different areas. Understanding what local people feel

5

Levelling up
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Why are there regional disparities?
Professor Tony Venables
There are many descriptions of regional disparities in the UK and other countries, and
many policy prescriptions offered. But there are few systematic attempts to analyse
why such disparities exist. How do they originate, why are they persistent, and why
has policy been largely ineffective in dealing with them?

regionally concentrated.1 A good measure of these
negative shocks is the fall in the male employment
rate in affected places. UK areas that experienced
the largest falls in the 1970s had been ‘average
performers’ in the 1960s, but by the 1990s they were
amongst the local authority districts with the worst
socioeconomic deprivation indicators. The effect has
been extraordinarily persistent, with these places
now making up two thirds of the most deprived
districts, more than 40 years after the negative
shocks occurred. The US picture is somewhat similar,
as not-working rates (measures of unemployment
plus those who have withdrawn from looking for
work) have risen and remained high, particularly in
parts of the far west and “a great swath of Middle
America that runs from Louisiana up to Michigan.”

The largest regional disparities within countries are
found in the developing world, in particular in those
that are doing well. Economic development is never a
uniform process, affecting all places in a country at the
same rate. It starts in some places – generally large
urban areas – and is manifest in emerging regional
gaps in income levels and in other socioeconomic
and health indicators. But part of the process of
development is that prosperity spreads, albeit slowly
and unevenly. Whilst measures of regional per capita
income disparities are much higher in emerging
markets than they are in advanced economies,
measures of regional convergence are also greater
(and increasing), indicating that emerging markets are
seeing gaps narrowing.

Why are disparities persistent?
The persistent effects of negative shocks in the
UK are broadly consistent with the experience of
other advanced economies. Measures of regional
convergence averaged across these OECD countries
(member countries of the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development) fell steadily
through the 1970s and have indicated barely
any convergence at all since 1990. What are the
economic mechanisms that should drive convergence,
and why have they failed? In broad terms there are
two mechanisms; one is that people move to places
where there are jobs, and the other is that jobs move
to places where there are people.

In advanced economies disparities are similarly
driven by the success of booming regions – in
particular major world cities – but also by negative
shocks in other regions, generally associated with
technical change and international competition.
This shows up clearly in the experience of the UK
and the US. The UK experienced dramatic structural
change during the 1970s and 1980s, much of
this deindustrialisation hitting sectors that were

People moving out of lagging regions has been
a key part of economic development; the rural
population of China has fallen by 300 million people

1. Not the first negative shock, as many of these places were also hard hit in the interwar period.
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in the last 30 years and some places have become
completely depopulated. In the US high degrees of
labour mobility were the major part of adjustment
to shocks until the 1990s, but mobility has declined
dramatically since then, to levels as low as those
seen in Europe. Not only is labour mobility slow
to operate, it’s also problematic, deeply so in high
income countries. It is generally the younger and
those with greater earnings potential who move,
leaving ageing populations and skill shortages
behind. Thriving cities will and should continue to
draw in population, but it’s a mechanism that tends
to exacerbate rather than solve the regional disparity
problem, at least in the short to medium-run.

garment workers) and – surprisingly – in zips and
buttons (the city of Qiaotou produces 60 per cent
of the world’s buttons and 200,000 kilometres of
zippers per year). In advanced economies they
currently appear strongest in high-skill activities
such as finance, business services, media, and hightechnology and R&D intensive activities. These are
the sectors that cluster most and that are ‘sticky’,
difficult to move.
The flip side of this is that less-skill intensive sectors
seem to be easier to move (such as call centres,
warehousing, back-office operations, food processing).
This suggests that a region that has suffered a
negative shock may see employment recover – albeit
slowly – but biased towards relatively low-skill and
low-wage activities. The shock gradually transforms
from unemployment to persistent disparities in the
skill mix of places and consequent earnings. This
seems to have occurred in the UK’s post-industrial
regions.

The second mechanism is that jobs should move into
lagging regions to fill employment gaps. This is the
outcome most of us want to see and might expect as
part of an automatic adjustment process. But there
are several reasons why it doesn’t work well.
The first is that, particularly in advanced economies,
regional wage gaps are often not large enough
to encourage firms to invest. If a region suffers a
negative shock the biggest impact is on prices of
housing and land, not on wages; it’s the ‘immobile
factor’ that takes the hit, as economic principles
suggest. Lower land and office rents are an
inducement for firms to move but are generally only
a small share of firms’ costs so have little traction.

Why hasn’t policy worked?
A place that loses its traditional competitive
advantage is subject to the adjustment mechanisms
outlined above. Replacing jobs is slow, and the
replacements are likely to be relatively low skill.
There is out-migration of some of the young and
higher skilled, thus making the place even less
attractive as a destination for high skill firms.
Land and house prices fall, and so too may public
sector revenues, leading to an aging capital stock,
low maintenance levels, loss of amenity, and
possible deterioration of public services. This what
economists term a ‘low-level equilibrium’. Essentially
the geographical stickiness of many firms and sectors
means that the market outcome is consistent with
persistent disparities.

Second, firms in many sectors are deeply embedded
in local business ecosystems. Their productivity
is high in the place where they already have
customers, suppliers, a suitably skilled labour force
and institutions that support innovation and supply
knowledge. These are all complementary factors
that are mutually reinforcing, creating agglomeration
economies and clusters of activity. There is little
incentive for a firm to move out of such a cluster and
thereby forego the productivity benefits it delivers.

This stickiness makes policy difficult. If firms prefer
to invest in places that have related businesses
and a pool of appropriately skilled labour (not to
mention infrastructure and amenities) then there
is a first-mover (or coordination-failure) problem.

The strength of these agglomeration forces varies
across sectors. They are very high in garments
and apparel (Dhaka has an estimated four million
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Which is going to be the first firm to enter an as yet
non-existent cluster? Scale, or its lack, is an inherent
part of the challenge. A pool of skilled labour or
cluster of related firms necessarily has to reach some
substantial scale, which in turn means that relatively
few places can attract such a cluster.

The third is to understand scale. Some projects are
inherently large and lumpy – such as high-speed
railways or major science centres – and have to be
concentrated in few places. Some places are higher
priority for intervention than others; some because
of high levels of deprivation, others because they
are better placed to drive growth and offer better
prospects of success. This ‘lumpiness’ means that, for
some items of expenditure, policy must pick spatial
winners rather than smear resources across places.

So why hasn’t policy worked? Three conditions are
necessary – if not sufficient – for successful policy.
The first is to understand and be able to act on local
circumstances. Numerous factors determine whether
or not a place is attractive to the key decision-makers,
of firms, workers, and households. Local information
is needed to figure out what are the specific critical
factors and hence set the policy priorities. And local
institutions need to be empowered to act on these
priorities.

These conditions are not met by traditional
instruments of top-down regional policy such as
fiscal subsidies and tax breaks. Tax incentives may
induce a firm to invest, but often fail to catalyse local
development. They may even be counter-productive
as they simply accelerate the process of filling
places with relatively mobile and low-skill jobs in
warehousing, back-offices, and the like.

The second is to understand the complementarities
that link economic activities in a place. Some of
these are at the local level – business links within
a town – and others across wider geographical
units, such as city hinterlands and the supply of
skills in a travel-to-work area. Decision-makers
need to be aware of them and empowered to foster
their development. These are externalities, and
institutions need to be able to secure a degree of
coordination and ensure that these spillovers are
internalised in decision taking.

The three conditions require a difficult distribution
of levels of authority. Local knowledge and
empowerment, regional coordination and
cooperation, and national decisions on ‘lumpy’
investments make for a complex policy environment.
In the UK we are far from having established a policy
framework that can achieve this.
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Professor Michael Kenny and Owen Garling
1

Levelling up should be seen as the latest incarnation of a longstanding, and
mostly unfulfilled, aspiration – one that has been pursued with varying degrees of
commitment by successive UK Governments as far back as the 1960s – to tackle
the significant divergences in the economic fortunes and prospects of the country’s
regions and nations.
divergences in the economic fortunes and prospects
of the country’s regions and nations. Given the
plethora of policies and initiatives that have been
pursued in relation to this goal in the last few
decades, and the lack of success of most of these, it
should come as no surprise that the current version
of this idea is proving so hard to define and deliver.

A commitment to achieve a substantial degree of
levelling up in the current parliament was one of
the Conservative Party’s keynote manifesto pledges
at the 2019 general election. Many within the
parliamentary party – including those MPs who make
up the newly-formed Northern Research Group – see
this as a vital promise which, in combination with the
party’s stance on Brexit, helped it win a number of
‘red wall’ seats from the Labour Party.
Despite this, levelling up has yet to be converted
from an appealing slogan into a coherent and
manageable policy programme. This is partly due to
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, which landed
just as priorities and goals were being developed by
the new government in the early weeks of 2020. It
is also, we suggest, for more deeply rooted historical
reasons.
Levelling up should be seen as the latest incarnation
of a longstanding, and mostly unfulfilled, aspiration
– one that has been pursued with varying degrees
of commitment by successive UK Governments as
far back as the 1960s – to tackle the significant

1.

Indeed, a richer sense of the precursors to today’s
ideas, and the various kinds of intervention and reform
that regional policymaking has encompassed, should
be a requisite part of the thinking required to develop
a viable approach to level up successfully now.
One of the most striking – and salutary – lessons
to be gleaned from a review of the many previous
initiatives that have been attempted in this area is
the realisation that there is considerable continuity
over the last century in terms of which areas of
the country suffer the highest level of relative
deprivation, although now that devolution has been
introduced for Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales,
the territorial focus has shrunk to England.
If, for instance, we compare the map of those
areas supported by the Special Areas Act passed in
1934 by the National Government led by Ramsay
MacDonald with those places that are now depicted
as ‘left behind’, there are significant similarities in
the standing of former centres of industrial strength
such as Tyneside, Cumbria, and South Wales. Indeed,
the inability to devise meaningful answers to the
problems facing many post-industrial cities and
towns is one of the most damaging, and overlooked,
failures of modern British government.

This piece was first published by Bright Blue. See http://brightblue.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/The-Great-Levelling.pdf
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However, there have been some important changes
too. The current map of geographical disadvantage
now also includes – as our ‘Townscapes’ project
illustrates – a larger number of English and Welsh
towns as well as those faded resorts dotted around
the coastline.

to the development of new forms of devolved
government which passed significant responsibilities
and capability to the non-English parts of the UK.

Regional policymaking in Britain has historically been
bedevilled by two fraught questions.
First, how much direct resource should be diverted
by the state to protect ailing industries in poorer
regions? This has been a major concern since staple
industries, like steel and coal mining, struggled to
adapt to increasing global competition in the first
half of the last century. It remains a key question
in light of the economic ravages of the Covid-19
pandemic, as well as the transition towards a green,
zero carbon economy, both of which generate major
challenges across a number of sectors within the
economy.
Second, how can key decisions be taken nearer to
these localities and regions themselves, in order to
ensure that policy is more effectively tailored to local
circumstances? This last issue has been especially
difficult for governments which have, since the 1980s,
been increasingly sceptical of the efficiency and
capacity of local councils.
There has been a myriad of attempts by central
government to build a new structure of delegated
authority, beyond the scope of local councils. The
failure of the Regional Development Agencies to
avert the widening gap between London and the
South East and other regions in England put Labour’s
political opponents off this kind of model.
The subsequent Coalition Government’s preferred
alternative was a more anaemic set of Local
Enterprise Partnerships and a new suite of combined
authorities run by elected mayors – entities that
arose in some parts of England out of bilateral
negotiations with Whitehall. The continual tinkering
with the mezzanine level of government in England
over the last two decades stands in stark contrast

In England, Whitehall and Westminster are still
the primary sites of decision-making for most of
the issues affecting its regions’ economies, and
there are few signs of a commitment to working in
closer partnership with other tiers of government.
Where joint working has been developed, it has
often been through centrally held, policy-specific
pots of money and some form of bidding or ‘deal’
arrangement between central government and other
tiers of government. Yet the feeling that large parts
of England were poorly served by the decisions and
priorities of central government has been developing
for some while across England, contributing to the
sense of disenchantment that powered the vote for
Brexit.
While regional policy can claim only a small number
of limited successes in England, there are still
important and valuable lessons which policymakers
should take from the efforts, and failings, of their
predecessors.
First, for levelling up to work, a stronger sense of the
geographical diversity of England’s localities, and of
the different spatial scales at which policy needs to
work, is imperative. Earlier institutional approaches
– including the macro-regions which New Labour
fetishised, and the Northern Powerhouse focus
advanced by George Osborne – may well be apposite
for some policy functions – for instance some powers
in the areas of planning, skills, and large-scale
infrastructure.
But other kinds of policy intervention – in domains
like social infrastructure, housing, and local business
support – are much better directed and delivered at
the levels of cities and towns. The abiding preference
of Whitehall is to deal only with one layer of
constrained authority beneath it, but the economic
revitalisation of disparate places requires that key
responsibilities be exercised much closer to the
ground by local decision-makers.
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Policies should be developed at the scale at which
they will be most effective. This will require a more
differentiated and vertically integrated approach than
what has been previously attempted.
Second, the core goals associated with levelling
up need to be defined in a more generous and
sophisticated fashion, and detached from a stultifying
focus upon economic benefit, narrowly conceived.
One of the abiding features of regional policy in the
UK has been a preoccupation with investments that
are most likely to provide immediate return, and a
correlative neglect of the assets, skills, infrastructure,
and strengths of different communities and the
places they inhabit. For example, while the last
several decades have seen the ongoing renaissance
of the centres of northern cities such as Liverpool
and Manchester, it does not seem that the associated
benefits are felt by communities on the periphery of
these core cities.
Indeed, there is a growing body of research and
evidence which, together, suggest that a focus on
these less tangible goals is – over the longer term
– just as important in generating real economic
benefits as well as positive social impacts. Indeed,
the Green Book – the Treasury’s tool for appraising
public sector projects – has recently been amended
to ensure that these less tangible goals are now
incorporated in the appraisal of projects.
There is also a danger that the focus on how to make
left behind places catch up assumes a linear path to
healthy economic development which all successful
places can, and should, follow. Not everywhere can
be the next Silicon Valley, and not every region will
benefit from investments in high-value industries or
clusters.
In fact, it is only by appraising the different kinds of
assets and resources – both physical and intangible
– that communities possess, and devising policies
that protect these and address other key gaps, that
progress is likely to be made. Equally, people’s sense
of worth and wellbeing relates in important ways

to the quality and feel of the places where they live,
and policies that promote the physical environment,
keep streets clean and safe, and enable wider use of
natural assets, like parks and green places, can have
a significant longer-term impact upon the health,
wellbeing, and productivity of an area.
There is, therefore, no template for tackling regional
inequality, and no one-size-fits-all model for resource
allocation to left-behind places that will guarantee
success.
One final key lesson can be gleaned from what
has been tried previously. While the Government
invariably wants to see speedy and concrete results
from its investments and actions, the benefits of
a more regionally focused policy programme are
likely to happen slowly and gradually, and much will
depend upon the quality of local leadership and
the interaction between central and local decisionmakers.
This makes regional policy a very tough nut to crack
for any Government that is working to an electoral
cycle which demands quick returns. Change for the
better will take time, and will hinge upon a range of
factors, a number of which lie beyond the control of
Whitehall.
A readiness to recognise and internalise the
challenging, and often uncertain, contexts in which
interventions in different areas are being attempted
should be an integral part of the mindset of those
developing policy in this area. This means paying
more attention to the value of local experiments
and pilot schemes and looking harder at whether
initiatives in certain places can be replicated in
others or not. It also means changing the focus of
those working in Whitehall and Westminster so that
the challenges and merits of a place-focused policy
framework do not run aground on the silos and
centralism of the Whitehall machine.
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Levelling up and the ‘red wall’
Paula Surridge
Two phrases that had barely been heard in the context of British politics before
summer 2019 have come to dominate political commentary since: ‘levelling up’
and the ‘red wall’. They have in common a certain slippiness to their definitions.
One, perhaps deliberately, left vague (as explored elsewhere in this report) and the
other used in increasingly imprecise ways as it is stretched to fit various groups of
parliamentary constituencies.

Research conducted with groups of voters across the
country has shown that there were high expectations
of change in local areas as a result of the anticipated
‘Brexit-dividend’, binding the two slogans of the
campaign together.

The idea of the ‘red wall’ was first coined in the
British context by James Kanagasooriam, a political
polling expert and CEO of Stack Data Strategy.
Kanagasooriam identified groups of constituencies
in which the Conservative Party had historically
underperformed relative to expected vote share
based on the demographic profile of the area. The
first group was a set of seats running from North
Wales to Doncaster which formed a ‘red wall’
(though parts of the Northeast of England were
also identified as fitting this criteria). In truth these
areas had been gradually turning less Labour for
some time, a few even fell to the Conservatives in
2017 and those that did not saw greatly reduced
majorities. However, the loss of seats in these areas
that Labour had held for generations combined with
the imagery of the crumbling of a wall made for a
powerful metaphor which soon took hold across the
commentary on the 2019 general election.
These newly won constituencies, and those who
voted Conservative within them, pose something of
a dilemma for the Conservative party. While their
2019 campaign featured ‘Get Brexit Done’ front and
centre, levelling up played a strong supporting role.

One way to understand why levelling up has
become such an important part of the post-Brexit
Conservative agenda is to compare these new
Conservative voters (those who had voted Labour in
2015 or 2017 before voting Conservative in 2019)
with the remaining Conservative vote (and Labour
voters who had not switched). The British Election
Study Internet Panel (BESIP) has a sample size which
allows us to delve into the demographics, identities
and political values of these voters.
Around 14 per cent of the Conservative vote in 2019
had voted Labour at either the 2015 or 2017 general
elections. This is an important group for the party
to retain, especially as recent local and by election
results suggest there may be a greater risk of losing
some of the less socially conservative vote to the
Liberal Democrats.
Part of the original idea of the ‘red wall’ was that
voters in these constituencies continued to vote
Labour where those with similar socioeconomic
positions in other parts of the country had switched
to the Conservatives. This is reflected in the data
which suggests some similarities between the
switchers and other Conservative voters, but also
some key differences. In very broad strokes household
income distributions are similar, however those who
switched were more likely to be in households with
incomes of between £10,000 and £30,000 per annum
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and less likely to be in the higher income households.
Likewise, in common with other Conservative voters
the largest group among the switchers were those
who either owned their home outright or with a
mortgage but there was also a greater proportion of
this group in social housing. In terms of education
qualifications, the new Conservative voters were only
marginally less likely than other Conservative voters
to have a degree level qualification.
Levelling up has been set out specifically in
geographical terms. The Queen’s Speech said the
government would level up opportunities across
all parts of the UK; rarely are ideas of individual
hardship a feature of the debate. How these new
Conservative voters think about their areas, and the
opportunities within them may, therefore, be critical
to the perceived success of this agenda.
In wave 20 (collected in June 2020) of the BESIP,
voters were asked a question about groups that
different political parties “look after the interests of”.
Of particular relevance is a question about looking
after the interests of “people in your local area”. The
question is asked only of the Conservatives and
Labour and combining these we can divide people
into those who thought both parties looked after
their area, those who thought neither party did and
those who chose only one or the other of the two.
Of those who switched to the Conservatives from
Labour between 2015 and 2019, 33 per cent said
neither party looked after people in their local area
(this was 21 per cent for other Conservative voters,
and 15 per cent for Labour voters). Strikingly, a
further 20 per cent of those who had switched said
Labour and not the Conservatives look after people
in their local area – a challenge for a government
seeking to retain these votes. Further evidence that
these voters may still have some attachment to the
Labour party can be seen in the party they identify
with (this is an attachment to a party considered
separate to voting in a particular election). Of
those who had switched 33 per cent still said
they identified with Labour (despite having voted

Conservative), while 27 per cent had no party identity
(among other Conservative voters 70 per cent
identified with the Conservatives).
There is then, a large group within these new
Conservative voters who had not developed a sense
of identity with the party, who might be expected to
be more volatile in elections still to come. It is these
voters the levelling up agenda seeks to convince that
the Conservative party can deliver for their areas and
in line with their priorities.
Taking to the stage to make his much-anticipated
levelling up speech, Boris Johnson stressed that
he did not want to “decapitate the tall poppies”, he
stressed levelling up was not about making rich
places poorer. But this spoke to a tension in the voter
coalition he assembled to ‘Get Brexit Done’. If we
look at the underlying ‘core values’ of these groups
of voters we find that the new Conservative voters
are almost perfectly aligned with other Conservative
voters on what political scientists have called
the ‘liberal-authoritarian’ values scale – on issues
related to crime and justice, traditional values and
censorship. However, on economic issues there is
a significant difference between the old and new
Conservative voters. In fact, the mean position of the
switchers is a little closer to the mean position of
Labour voters than Conservatives. This set of issues
includes the idea that “Big Business takes advantage
of ordinary people” and that “There is one law for
the rich and one for the poor”, it is when these
issues of economic redistribution take centre stage
that the tensions in the Conservative coalition are
at their most apparent. Levelling up places these
issues centre stage. To cement the changes seen over
the last decade it needs to be seen to be a success,
while not undermining the votes of the traditional,
economically right leaning Conservatives elsewhere.
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Metrics matter: a look at the data that could inform
the Government’s levelling up agenda
Tera Allas
There are many different ways for government to measure who, what and where
needs levelling up. Making the decision requires collaboration across a number
of stakeholders to agree the right data, tangible and intangible measures and
government levers to achieve the intended outcomes.
Where are the ‘left behind’ places
in the UK?

As an analytical issue, the levelling up question is
particularly challenging. What should be the unit of
analysis—individuals, output areas, local authorities,
or regions? What should be the target metrics—GDP,
household income, wealth, health and longevity, or
life satisfaction? Should analysts focus on means,
medians, modes, or distributions? What matters
more: the current level (say, of income), the speed at
which things are improving, or how either the level or
growth rate match expectations?
What about more intangible, but potentially equally
important, issues like local identity, culture, ambition,
trust, and even happiness? In plotting a theory of
change, how to deal with multi-way causality, path
dependence and long lead times? Indeed, which
aspects of a local place should policymakers aim to
change? What government levers will be in or out of
scope?
There are many questions around the levelling
up. This piece will not aim to answer all these
questions. It will, however, illustrate some of the
key choices which have consequences for the policy
recommendations that might follow. The good
news is that there is a lot of good data around. The
challenge is to see the patterns and make sense of
them, given the complexity of the socioeconomic
factors at play.

There are a number of alternative narratives
regularly used to explain where the UK’s ‘left behind’
places actually are. Some of the most prominent
explanations include: places in the North versus the
South; towns versus cities; manufacturing versus
service-led local economies; and coastal versus
inland areas. These labels are all trying to bring some
order into an otherwise complicated picture. As such,
they all help organise thinking but can also be oversimplifications.
But before going deeper into the geographical
characteristics, it is necessary to agree on definitions.
What is meant, for example, by ‘left behind’.
For now, let’s start with some key economic variables:
output (gross value added, or GVA) per head,
employment (as share of working age population),
productivity, and incomes (per equivalised
household). While these metrics correlate with each
other, the relationships are far from perfect or linear.
For example, Birmingham and Stratford-on-Avon
(both in the West Midlands) had near-identical GVA
per person at around £20,000 in 2018. Yet, gross
disposable household income per head in Stratfordupon-Avon stood at £28,000 and in Birmingham at
£15,000. Similarly, Elmbridge (in the South East) and
Torridge (in the South West) both had unemployment
rates of 2.5 per cent in 2019. However, household
incomes in the two local authorities were £38,000
per head and £19,000 per head, respectively.
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One strong candidate metric for measuring relative
economic prosperity would probably be net
household income adjusted for the cost of basics,
such as housing1. Even this may not be the right
choice, because, theoretically, consumption matters
more than income; and wealth is not irrelevant.
Depending on the exact exam question, looking at
incomes before, rather than after, redistribution may
sometimes make more sense. Ideally, one would also
consider trends over a relatively long period of time
and for all areas of the UK. Unfortunately, data on net
incomes after housing costs is only available from
2011-12 onwards and only for England and Wales2.
For all these reasons, using gross disposable household
income per head (GDHI) is a decent proxy (while
checking that it doesn’t diverge too much from the
metric mentioned above). This can be used to divide
UK local authorities into four categories based on
their historical GDHI growth rate (from 1997 to 2018)
and their GDHI per head in 2018. Those low on both
(relative to the UK median) have been called ‘Lagging
behind’; those high on growth but low on income
‘Catching up’; those low on growth but high on income
‘Prosperous but stagnant’; and those high on both
growth and income ‘Charging ahead’.
I will come back to these categories a bit later, but first,
let’s use the GDHI metric to see how well the various
existing characterisations of the UK’s ‘left behind’ places
match up with reality. Exhibit One shows the results3.
Note that because London and its local authorities are
such outliers, I have excluded them from the chart4.
The top left-hand panel of the graph shows the
degree to which the North/South divide is meaningful

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

shorthand for regional inequalities. Even without
London, incomes in ‘the South’ (top row) are
noticeably higher than in the other latitude ranges,
up until 57 degrees (by which time we are well into
Northern Scotland). Earlier analysis suggests that this
phenomenon is really more to do with distance from
London, which is somewhat expected given London’s
importance as a hub for commerce and economic
activity in the UK.5
The picture for cities versus towns is not as clear
cut. The top right-hand panel uses ONS’s (Office for
National Statistics) 2011 Census classifications and
shows that local authorities that are partly rural tend
to have higher incomes than urban areas in general.
The rest, too, is hard to map onto an idea that ‘towns’
are the places that have been left behind. The House of
Commons classification (bottom left-hand panel) finds
the same: it suggests that it is cities, not towns, that
have been left behind. Indeed, six of the lowest ten local
authorities by income are cities.
Finally, it is interesting to look at the potential role
that manufacturing employment has to play as a
determinant of local incomes. On one hand, places with
a manufacturing legacy might be falling behind as
more jobs have been, or are, either automated or moved
overseas. On the other, manufacturing tends to have
significantly higher productivity than many other highemployment sectors, such as retail, health and social
care, or administrative services. So what does the data
tell us about its impact on local area incomes?
At this level of aggregation, a higher proportion of
manufacturing jobs in a particular locality correlates
with lower incomes (bottom right-hand panel). This

Housing is the second largest category of household expenditure (after transport) and the one where regional differences are the largest. Looking at net household
incomes after housing costs is therefore a reasonable proxy, even though it does not include other essentials.
For more on why GDP or GVA can be misleading as metrics, see: “Metrics matter: how (not) to measure regional inequalities”, Tera Allas, Medium, 14 June 2021,
available at: https://tera-allas.medium.com/metrics-matter-how-not-to-measure-regional-inequalities-db8e0fe2a96f
Note that all the analysis has been conducted at the local authority district level and then aggregated up to the categories shown using population-weighted
averages. Some of the categorisations used were not available for Northern Ireland or Scotland, in which cases local authorities in these regions have been left out
of the calculations. Separate analysis has not been conducted on coastal vs. inland areas, but Exhibit two’s map provides an indication of economic prosperity in these
area types.
London’s population-weighted GDHI was £19,000 and £29,000 in 1997 and 2018, respectively. It had a population of nine million in 2018. Had it been included in the
exhibit, its local authorities would have belonged to the following categories: latitude “50 – 52”, Census 2011 classification “Urban with major conurbation”, House of
Commons classification “London” (its own category), and manufacturing employment “0 – 5%”.
See, for example, “Myths and realities of the UK’s regional disparities”, Tera Allas, 23 October 2018, LinkedIn, available at: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/mythsrealities-uks-regional-disparities-tera-allas/
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Exhibit One

Exhibit Two
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Exhibit Three
is consistent with the observation (see footnote four)
that productivity and GVA are potentially misleading
metrics when considering local economies. However,
it has to be said that the variation within each of the
categories used in the chart is significant. For example,
many cities with a manufacturing legacy but currently
low proportion of manufacturing nevertheless have low
incomes.
All in all, and perhaps not surprisingly, the UK’s ‘left
behind’ areas defy simple characterisation. The best
thing is probably to look at an actual map. Exhibit Two
shows three alternative metrics that can be considered
to identify ‘left behind’ areas.

Could things beyond income matter too?
The maps above provide a decent overview of the
prosperity of the UK’s different local authorities based

6.

on economic variables. However, is money all that
matters? Research suggests not. Ultimately, what may
matter as much is whether people are satisfied with
their lives and how long they can enjoy those lives for.6
Here the UK patterns are rather complicated—which
arguably makes them even more important to try to
understand.
As Exhibit Three illustrates, there is no straightforward
correlation between incomes and life satisfaction at
the local authority level. If London is included in the
figure (left-hand panel), the relationship appears to be
an inverted U-shape, indicating that life satisfaction
increases up to a certain point on the income ladder but
then starts decreasing again. But, really, it’s a stretch to
call the left-hand chart a ‘pattern’. Putting London aside,
local authority level life satisfaction plateaus beyond a
certain (admittedly relatively high) income level. In both
cases, there are clearly several other factors at play.

See for example, “Living long and living well: The WELLBY approach”, Richard Layard and Ekaterina Oparina, 21 March 2021, World Happiness Report, available at:
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2021/living-long-and-living-well-the-wellby-approach/
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Based on previous research, some of the key factors
(at an individual level) include mental and physical
health, relationships, employment and inequality7.
And, as mentioned earlier, longevity also matters for
such comparisons. All these factors are interconnected
in complex ways (as shown, for example, in this data
visualisation and blog.
From an analytical levelling up perspective, a key
aspect to consider would be health, for three reasons.
First, poor health shortens peoples’ lives. Second, it
significantly reduces their quality of life: around 50 per
cent of the variation in individuals’ life satisfaction is
explained by their health status.8 And third, there are
significant variations in health outcomes across the UK,
with the areas with the lowest incomes also tending to
be, on average, the areas with the poorest health9.

balancing feedback loops and long lead times from
cause to effect10. It also points to the importance of
local knowledge: I have no doubt that just looking at
the data is only scratching the surface when it comes to
improving peoples’ lives locally.
Designing and implementing policy solutions is
therefore likely to require collaboration across a number
of stakeholders, practitioners and experts. To make
change happen on the ground, conviction, co-design
and collective buy-in is likely to be required to ensure
that people are working on the same priorities and with
the same ultimate goals in mind. This, in turn, is likely
to require more ‘bottom up’ policymaking mechanisms
to complement traditional approaches, such as national
consultations, budget allocations, guidance and
regulations.

The way forward requires nuance and
collaboration
The data explored above suggests that simple
classifications can only take us so far. This means
that it is important to understand local areas as
complex adaptive systems with various reinforcing and

7.
8.
9.
10.

See, for example, “Well-being in Europe: Addressing the high cost of COVID-19 on life satisfaction”, Tera Allas, David Chinn, Pal Erik Sjatil, and Whitney Zimmerman, 9
June 2020, McKinsey.com, available at: https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/europe/well-being-in-europe-addressing-the-high-cost-of-covid-19-on-life-satisfaction Ibid.
Ibid.
See, for example, “Which places in the UK are winning on wellbeing?”, Tera Allas, 29 June 2021, Medium, available at: https://tera-allas.medium.com/which-places-inthe-uk-are-winning-on-wellbeing-a25e2878221e
For example, for an exploration of the link between school quality and local incomes see “Incomes and school quality: two-way causation?”, Tera Allas, 9 August 2021,
Medium, available at: https://tera-allas.medium.com/incomes-and-school-quality-two-way-causation-d0a0ff2406ec
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Levelling up chief Neil O’Brien needs to give the concept of levelling up a clear
definition and clarify the modes of delivery for what will need to be a long-term
investment plan - that secures recovery as part of a reshaped political economy which
is fit for future purpose.

The case for levelling up

The public reaction to levelling up is clear: people
want to see it happen. The May 2021 elections and
the Queen’s Speech raised the bar of expectation
even higher. But in policy terms the thinking is still
emergent. Developing a clear policy framework for
levelling up is now an urgent priority.
Neil O’Brien MP has been appointed the Prime Minister’s
adviser on levelling up and a White Paper is expected
in Autumn 2021. The challenge is to give the concept
clear definition and heft. We need a sharp diagnosis,
but also clarity on modes of delivery that can hold the
weight that will be ascribed to the concept. The Spring
Budget set out some of the Government’s thinking, but
only at an outline level. There were certainly measures
within the Budget itself and the accompanying ‘Plan for
Growth’ document that are a welcome step in the right
direction. But it is clear that we are in the early stages
of what will need to be a long-term investment plan
- that secures recovery as part of a re-shaped political
economy, which is fit for future purpose.

The case for levelling up spans economics, politics and
the social life of places. At the root, we are scratching
for a new language and approach to the challenge of
creating a fairer country. We know that opportunity and
optimism about the future are not equally distributed.
A noxious mix of insecure work, fragile health and the
narrowing of opportunities (or indeed pathways to
social mobility) is evident. It remains shocking to read
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s analysis of the extent
of destitution and in-work poverty. The tropes that
defined the Marmot Review back in 2010 – such as the
‘social gradient’ – can be seen in full effect ten years
later. These hard data are backed up by qualitative
analysis from the Resolution Foundation, Ipsos MORI
and others, suggesting that many feel the economy
is something that works for ‘other people’. Covid-19
magnified these factors enormously. No one now needs
to be convinced that health and wealth are inextricably
linked.
Although levelling up was framed before Covid-19
and was more a promise to deliver on the social and
economic drivers of Brexit, it now feels like the mission
that will have to drive post-Covid recovery. Major
shocks tend to have long run social and economic
consequences. Britain after the Second World War was
as much haunted by the spectre of mass unemployment
as it was by that of the Blitz, hence the priority put on
full employment, boosting national productivity and
exports, the Marshall Plan, and the establishment of
the Welfare State. One of the consequences of this was
a long period of rising social mobility lasting through
until the 1980s. But, left to their own devices, shocks
can just as often have significant long run scarring
effects, as we saw in the aftermath of the recession
of the late 1970s. The Great Financial Crash of 2008
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simply speeded up underlying trends that included
growing wage stagnation, productivity decline and a
widening regional imbalance in the economy.
As we emerge from the great Covid-19 shock of 20202021 we face a choice between two futures.
More of the same:
•
•
•
•

Accelerating health inequality.
Growing work inequality arising from the digital and
professional vs frontline and delivery divide.
Reversion to unbalanced carbon generating growth.
Continuing productivity and wage stagnation.

Building back better / levelling up:
•
•
•
•

Closing the healthy life expectancy gap and
improving labour market participation.
Return of pride, respect and worth to deprived
communities.
A new era of social mobility in towns and cities.
Rising productivity linked to green energy, digital,
and life sciences sector growth and the strategic
development of local supply chains to support
these.

The geography of levelling up
The ‘building back better’ future will only happen
through sustained multi-decade investment and as
a result of cross-party determination to tackle social,
economic and geographical inequality. At its core, the
idea of levelling up speaks to the relationship between
opportunity and where people live. The recent Kings
Policy Institute Unequal Britain report showed that
60 per cent of the public recognise the seriousness of
inequalities between more and less deprived areas, and
it also found that area-based inequalities are the only
form of inequality about which Labour (67 per cent) and
Conservative voters (59 per cent) have comparably high
levels of concern.

Levelling up is not a policy that can be delivered by
Central Government alone, because it affects us all
in the towns and cities in which we live. So, we need
to get beyond some of the false divides that have
unhelpfully emerged as part of the recent narrative,
such as between cities and left behind towns,
agglomeration and inclusion, and London and the rest
of Britain. Levelling up needs to happen for people
in places, but it should apply wherever it is relevant,
whether in deprived parts of London, in other major
cities, or in former single industry towns in the Midlands
and the North. Moreover, the need to develop inclusive
prosperity requires cities and towns to collaborate with
each other to improve productivity, drive innovation and
pivot to green industrial growth.

Making it happen at place level
The scale of ambition implied by levelling up is
immense. It should follow that it cannot be delivered
by the same processes that have led to the need to do
this in the first place. The Government has recognised
this through the changes to the Green Book, and the
relocation of parts of Whitehall, along with establishing
the new Green Infrastructure bank in Leeds. Funding
vehicles such as the Levelling Up Fund will need to
shift from national, competitive pilot projects to a more
systematic and devolved approach.
We need a new tripartite approach to levelling up at the
local level by combining three priorities in one – human
capital development, place improvement, and business
investment. Each needs equal focus, and investment,
with Government, cities, Mayors and businesses all
playing a critical role in making it happen. Previous
attempts to address geographical inequalities have
failed to do these in lockstep. As with Premier League
football, we have been happy for our economy to be a
platform for global talent, rather than a reflection of the
strength of our local business base. Brexit and Covid-19
have brought much of that into question.
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The opportunity now is to simultaneously develop the
potential of our people, improve our towns and cities,
and develop sectors like green energy, digital, ageing
and health and life sciences whilst shortening our
supply chains, and creating better local jobs.
The human capital priorities are clear. We need to
support people to have better outcomes across the
life cycle, so that they have the capability to fulfil
their potential and contribute to social and economic
prosperity. That requires a preventative and early
intervention approach to improve public health and to
support young children and families. It needs a major
effort to close the education attainment gap. And it
requires equality of regard and funding for vocational
education and further, so that people have the skills and
employment support they need for the good jobs of the
future.
For town and city regeneration, major capital projects
need to be connected to local strengths, assets,
and a wider strategy for creating local opportunity.
Funding and delivery models should have social and
inclusive outcomes baked into their prioritisation and
assessment. But supply side measures will not be
enough to turn the tide on their own. We also need to
see more and better jobs that people from deprived
communities can access. This requires a big increase
in business investment linked to a proactive building
of shorter, local supply chains connected to the growth
sectors that the nation is betting on; particularly in
green industry, health and life sciences and digital.

The Plan for Growth, Building Back Better that was
published by the Treasury at the time of the 2021
Spring Budget, sets out a clear set of policy objectives.
These include: enabling regional cities to reach
their economic potential, a levelling up approach to
spreading prosperity across our towns and cities with
further devolution to support this; and investment
in infrastructure, innovation and a green industrial
revolution. There is even a welcome recognition of the
need for better human capital development, with an
acknowledgement of the uneven and unfair skills and
education differential between the North East and
London. What there isn’t yet is clarity about the funding,
investment and delivery systems that will need to be
put in place to make this happen.
Post-Covid recovery planning is already underway
across the country. But if we are to truly begin levelling
up (rather than reverting to the previous), then we will
need strong cross-sector collaboration, and a mixture
of new local institutions, special purpose vehicles,
investment agreements, prevention funds and multiyear public service outcome deals. The approach will
need to combine innovation, collaboration and social
productivity, working with local people to jointly
develop the resilient communities on which the future
of our towns and cities will depend.
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What is the role of infrastructure in levelling up?
Dr Rehema Msulwa
Reducing the UK’s wide geographic inequalities in incomes and productivity is a
government priority. Infrastructure investment can potentially make an important
contribution to levelling up by reconfiguring activity, but the UK has so far underinvested in infrastructure compared to other countries. Putting new infrastructure in
place is a long-term endeavour that will require political consensus and a changed
approach to project appraisal.

The UK is one of the most spatially imbalanced
countries in Europe and the industrialised world.
Spatial differences follow a broad North-South
pattern in terms of productivity – a measure of
output produced from a given level of inputs – and
productivity growth – which is key to sustaining jobs
and growth in wages over time. Office for National
Statistics (ONS) figures show that in 2018 only two
out of twelve (NUTS11) regions had above-average
levels of productivity: London (with 31.6 per cent
above the UK), and the South East (with 9.1 per cent
above the UK). Further, the Industrial Strategy Council
reports that over the period 1998-2017, nearly all the
places with initial productivity above the UK average,
and above-average productivity growth were either
in the South East or in the East of Scotland. Most of
the places with below-average initial productivity
and below-average productivity growth were in the
West or North of England.

1.

Differences in productivity and productivity growth
are important enablers of higher living standards.
In the long run, those places that experience
faster sustained productivity growth will be more
prosperous. Notwithstanding the sometimes stark
within-region disparities, high productivity places
such as the South East will tend to attract more
investment, have higher rates of employment, and
engage in more high-value activities. In contrast,
relatively low productivity places will have a less
skilled workforce with poorer prospects for rises in
salaries and profits. These dynamics tend to create
virtuous and vicious circles making it hard to change
the trajectory of dispersion.
To that end, the Centre for Cities shows that in
March 2020, before the UK’s first lockdown, the top
ten largest cities and towns for Universal Credit or
Jobseeker’s Allowance claimant counts were in the
North and the Midlands. Cities and large towns in
the Greater South ranked lowest on the list. This
pattern was little changed from earlier years. The
ONS figures show that in 2018 Wales had the lowest
levels of productivity in the UK (with 17.2 per cent
below the UK). In our Townscapes series, Ben Goodair
and Professor Michael Kenny find that, on average,
Welsh towns are more deprived than any other region
in England or Scotland. Though it is still too early to
determine the full effects of the Covid-19 pandemic,
ONS statistics show that the most deprived places
have been worse hit than others. As Professor Henry
Overman suggests, it is therefore likely that the
pandemic will exacerbate existing inequalities.

NUTS 1 statistical regions correspond with the regions of England as used by the UK’s Office for National Statistics.
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Figure Two: Output per job by NUTS 1 region, relative to the UK, 2018
Source: Office of National Statistics

While the inherent importance of spatial inequality
is widely recognised, at opportune times in the
electoral cycle the related ‘geography of discontent’
is leveraged by the major political parties. Most
recently, in the run-up to the 2019 General Election,
for example, parties professed their intention to
invest in infrastructure out of London and the South
East, albeit to varying degrees. Labour promised
an “irreversible shift in the centre of gravity in
political decision making and investment... on a
scale never seen before in this country and certainly
never seen before in the North and outside of
London and the South East”. The Liberal Democrats
promised to develop “a capital £50 billion Regional
Rebalancing Programme for infrastructure spend
across the nations and regions of the UK, with
local and devolved authorities given a say in
how it is used.” The Conservatives promised an
“infrastructure revolution” including investments in

Northern Powerhouse Rail, and the West Midlands
Rail Hub and “up to ten freeports around the UK,
benefiting some of our most deprived communities”.
Upon winning the election, the new Conservative
government reiterated its pledge to “levelling up
across the whole UK” by investing in new rail and
road schemes, improving access to broadband
services and increasing education funding.
The strong focus on infrastructure both during and
since the election period is aligned with the need
for improved access to reliable, modern and quality
infrastructure in the UK. The OECD (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development)
reports that over the past three decades, the UK has
underinvested in infrastructure compared with some
competitor countries. In addition, a consultation on
the National Infrastructure Commission’s inaugural
National Infrastructure Assessment found that “much
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Utilities
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Economic Infrastructure
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Social Infrastructure

Chart 1: Estimated maximum contract value of procurements in the pipeline by sector (£’ bn)
Source: National Infrastructure and Construction Pipeline

of the country’s infrastructure is under strain and not
keeping pace with population growth and modern
requirements”. As with productivity, there are also
regional disparities in the quality of infrastructure
with the South East (including London) faring better
than other regions. As such, both the prospect of
infrastructure investment and subsequent spending
is used to inspire confidence, political support and
growth.

The potential impact of infrastructure
investment
Investments in infrastructure can boost economic
potential in both the short and long-term. In the
short-term, a substantial increase in government
spending on labour-intensive infrastructure projects
can stimulate the economy by creating jobs and
supporting growth. It follows that capital investment

will underpin recovery across the world in the wake
of the Covid-19 pandemic. In the UK, job creation is
one of the drivers for the government’s New Deal
for Britain, which earmarks £640 billion of capital
funding over five years. For the year 2020-21, the
2020 Spending Review provides £100 billion of
capital investment, including infrastructure to drive
the UK’s recovery and support jobs. This is a £27
billion real terms increase compared to 2019-20. In
addition, the government’s National Infrastructure
and Construction Pipeline for 2020-21 is considered
key to “keeping the economy running during the
Covid-19 pandemic”. As shown in the chart above, this
pipeline of 340 procurement contracts across over
260 economic and social infrastructure projects is
estimated at up to £37 billion.
In the medium to long-term, improved access to
related services such as energy, transport, water
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A place-based or space-blind policy
approach?

and digital connectivity has the potential to boost
productivity. By contributing to more efficient
business operations, for example, such services
increase the potential supply capacity of an economy.
In the recently published National Infrastructure
Strategy the government commits to investing in
“well-developed transport and digital networks [to]
allow businesses to grow and expand, enabling them
to extend supply chains, deepen labour and product
markets, collaborate, innovate and attract inward
investment.”
Crucially, however, a substantial investment in
economic infrastructure does not guarantee
productivity-enhancing benefits in practice. As the
Industrial Strategy Council reports, infrastructure is
only one of the many factors that inform long-term
productivity differences in the UK. Other factors
include workforce skills and health; local geography
and institutions; and the composition of economic
activity. Therefore, especially in the context of
levelling up, an appropriate balance needs to be
struck between the provision of economic and social
infrastructure. Furthermore, related investment needs
to align with broader social, environmental and
economic development plans and policies.

There are ongoing debates about how best to
address productivity differences within the UK.
As outlined by Professor Philip McCann, policy
discourse largely centres on two interrelated
agendas: improvements in regional and interregional
connectivity; and governance decentralisation
and devolution. Connectivity, as promised by
High Speed 2, the new north-south rail line now
under construction, is argued to spur interregional
and intra-regional spillovers through increased
interactions between people, knowledge, goods,
services and money. However, given persisting
inequalities, the wider national benefit implications
of such interventions are subject to debate. Often
tied up with issues of connectivity, decentralisation
and devolution are seen as necessary if emerging
polycentric transport networks are to be effective.
This includes well-designed and well-resourced
governance arrangements that cross subnational
political boundaries.
UK-wide debates echo more deep-seated and
fundamental international debates advanced in
part by the World Bank and OECD. As outlined in its
2009 World Development Report, the World Bank
advocates for the economic integration of ‘leading
and lagging’ places. Such integration is said to be
achieved by providing ‘spatially blind’ services such
as education, health, and water and sanitation
coupled with investments in ‘spatially connective’
infrastructure including roads, railways, airports,
harbours, and communication systems. Arguably,
investing in High Speed 2 for UK north-south
connectivity, and in strategic roads and broadband
“to ensure that all places across the UK are wellconnected” is in line with this approach. According
to the World Bank, the combination of spatially blind
public services and spatially connective infrastructure
promotes inclusivity by enhancing people’s lives
so that they can move freely according to market
forces to the places, often cities, where they are most
productively employed. Policymakers are therefore
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encouraged to allow ‘unbalanced’ economic growth
because spatially targeting weaker regions can
limit the overall economic efficiency of the national
economy.
In direct contrast to the World Bank, the OECD
advocates for a place-based approach to economic
development and the adoption of policies with an
explicitly geographical logic. Broadly, such policies
comprise locally tailored bundles of public goods
designed to overcome place-specific institutional
bottlenecks and local under-development traps.
Underpinning this approach is the OECD’s view that
equity and efficiency are not mutually exclusive
objectives. As such, policymakers are advised to
support lagging regions with the aim of generating
growth for national prosperity rather than simply to
target disadvantage for reasons of social equity. In
principle, the government’s £1.7 billion Transforming
Cities Fund and intra-city transport settlements; the
£3.6 billion Town’s Fund to rejuvenate towns and
communities in need in England; and the £4 billion
Levelling Up Fund are in line with this approach.
There is no comprehensive agreement on the
appropriate mix of place-based and space-blind
policies in the UK. Nevertheless, as relates to
infrastructure, any effective combination of policies
needs to include long-term strategic planning,
improvements in the way projects are appraised and
selected, and coordination and cooperation across
the public and private sectors.

Long-term integrated strategic planning
Despite having a robust regulatory framework for
infrastructure investment, the UK has an adversarial
political system and electoral cycle. As argued by
the Institute for Government, this environment
contributes to high levels of policy uncertainty
and failure to secure political consensus on major
projects. The result is an insufficiently stable
investment environment, which contributes to the
under-provision of infrastructure in the UK.

Long-term strategic planning can be used to
overcome the short-term stresses from elections and
leadership challenges. When coupled with strong
cross-party support, clarity in strategic aims creates
a degree of consistency over time that minimises
haphazard, ad hoc decision-making, planning and
political risk. In France, for example, there is a long
tradition of sectoral strategic master planning
with agreements between central, regional and
local government. In the French energy sector, this
approach has driven integrated regional planning
and electricity transmission, and cross-border
electricity network integration at the European scale.
In the transport sector, it has resulted in coherent
transport infrastructure programmes with 15 to 20year timeframes, as well as planning for multimodal
mobility and the energy transition.
The UK’s National Infrastructure Strategy is a step in
this direction. However, there is still a way to go in
terms of co-ordination across different infrastructure
sectors and alignment across geographic spatial
scales. At present, Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland have national spatial policy planning
frameworks that aid this while England does not.
Thus, local and subnational action is not always
taken in the context of a national or UK-wide agenda.
Moreover, the absence of appropriate governance
arrangements, including decentralised legal powers
to enact joined-up government and control of local
public spending, saving and reinvestment, poses a
significant challenge to working in a concerted way
across multiple subnational authority boundaries.

Project appraisal and selection
The process of selecting and evaluating infrastructure
projects plays a critical role in the spatial distribution
of investment. In the UK, the Five Case Model and
the methods and principles of the HM Treasury Green
Book guide public project appraisal. Cost-benefit
analysis (CBA), an assessment of economic efficiency,
is the cornerstone of this guidance.
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However, the application of cost-benefit analysis does
not come without its own set of biases. When used to
assess infrastructure projects, Professor Diane Coyle
and Dr Marianne Sensier find that CBA will tend to
favour projects in London and the South East. In
line with this, Professor Graham Winch and I argue
that CBA-based decisions will be biased against
the North. Further, a recent review of the Green
Book concluded that current appraisal practice risks
perpetuating spatial disparities, thereby undermining
the government’s ambition to level up poorer regions
and to achieve other strategic objectives.
The Green Book is periodically updated, which
allows for the exploration of alternative methods
of appraisal. Relevant to the government’s levelling
up agenda, for example, the most recent update
requires that infrastructure investment proposals
are first tested for their fit with government strategic
priorities. In addition, proposals can no longer be
developed without assessing the different impacts
on places across the UK. These changes are intended
to progress the government’s priority outcomes and
wider public value agenda.
Beyond changes to the Green Book, a shift in how
projects are appraised will require changes across
all levels of government including updates to
departmental appraisal guides such as the Department
for Transport’s (DfT) Transport Analysis Guidance
(TAG) tools and MHCLG’s DCLG Appraisal Guidance.
In turn, effective decision-making that supports the
levelling up agenda will require better-defined policy
objectives and criteria against which performance
can measured. The Australian Infrastructure Plan
provides an example of a systematic and goal-oriented
approach to appraising projects. In line with objectives
to deliver productive cities and regions, this plan is
underpinned by a detailed place-based analysis that
projects current and future demographic and economic
characteristics for 73 regions in the country. Regions
with the greatest increases in direct contribution are
then identified, and efforts are put into assessing
what kind of investment will help drive the greatest
economic impact in these places.

A more systematic approach to project appraisal is
essential given that infrastructure has the potential
to produce both winners and losers by reconfiguring
consumption and production patterns. To that end,
in the context of levelling up, social assessment
should be included when considering which projects
are taken forward. According to Professor Karen
Lucas and Professor Peter Jones, failure to conduct
such analysis “undermin[es] quality of life and social
wellbeing in our towns, cities and rural settlements”.
While the UK’s DfT provides guidance on social
assessment and distribution impact analysis, such
analysis is only carried out once a project has
already been approved. This means that social
assessments do not inform the high-level decisionmaking concerned with defining the problem to be
resolved and determining whether an investment
in infrastructure is appropriate to resolve it. Further,
when infrastructure is deemed appropriate, social
assessment is not sufficiently used to identify the
complementary policies and plans needed to realise
intended benefits.
Improving the way projects are appraised and
selected calls for additional research into the
potential impacts that infrastructure projects can
have at different geographical scales. In line with
the appraisal approach taken by Transport for the
North, it may also call for the adoption of a range of
sometimes more sophisticated modelling and data
analysis techniques. Ultimately, however, reducing
the UK’s wide geographic inequalities in incomes and
productivity requires intentional and coordinated
decision-making across all levels of government.

Coordination and cooperation
Given the persistence and extent of spatial
inequality in the UK, levelling up is a long-term
endeavour that will require collective action. As
it relates to infrastructure investment, cross-party
support is essential. An agreed-upon pipeline
of viable infrastructure projects underpinned
by policy continuity has the potential to attract
private investment, encourage market appetite for
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procurement competitions and foster trust and
buy-in from local communities. Achieving this may
prove especially challenging in the current context
of polarised politics underpinned by fundamentally
different narratives around borrowing, taxing,
spending and the size of the state.
Within government, levelling up requires a move
past what the Institute for Government terms
‘departmentalism’ – a lack of coordinated working
across the departments responsible for different but
overlapping parts of infrastructure policy. Subnational
authorities – such as combined authorities, local
authorities and sub-national transport bodies – may
also have to assess their needs jointly. Determining
how best to navigate and govern this polycentric
structure of decision-making will therefore be critical.

access opportunities in better and more productive
places? Alternatively, does the government intend
to enhance the lives of individuals relative to where
they live through the provision of locally tailored
bundles of public goods? In the likely case that the
answer is more nuanced, how will policymakers
reconcile the largely top-down, space-neutral (or
‘space blind’), sectoral approach adopted in the UK
to date with a bottom-up, place-based approach
focused on developing weaker and less productive
regions? Establishing a clear starting point will have
implications for long-term strategic infrastructure
planning, the criteria used to analyse and select
projects and the arrangements needed to facilitate
collective action.

More fundamentally, levelling up will require greater
clarity about the government’s policy objectives and
its intended approach to address regional inequality
in the UK. Is the aim to enhance the lives of all
individuals across the UK so that they can more easily
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Much of the government’s thinking on levelling up focusses on short-term, ‘ovenready’ investments in large-scale physical infrastructure. But what about the growing
argument about the need to invest in social infrastructure – the community facilities
and social gathering places that make a neighbourhood vibrant, safe and productive?

town or city) vibrant, sociable, safe and productive have,
by and large, been overlooked and underappreciated
by central government departments as they parcel out
funding to local authorities.

The value of shared spaces
Over the past few years, as governments around the
world grapple with similar challenges relating to
spatial inequality as we face here in the UK, a growing
international chorus of voices has begun to advocate for
investment in these sorts of facilities on the grounds
not that they are ‘nice to haves’ but rather that they
are crucial to the wellbeing and economic vitality of
local communities. Lidos, cafés, allotments, museums,
parks and pubs: these spaces, according to this school
of thought, serve to create happier, safer, more resilient
and more prosperous communities.

Since coming to power in the winter of 2019, the
Conservative government has made the commitment
to level up poorer parts of Britain the centrepiece of its
domestic policy agenda. In the wake of the Covid-19
pandemic, which has both illuminated and exacerbated
many of the inequalities that the levelling up ambition
purports to address, this commitment has become even
more salient in government, as Boris Johnson’s keynote
speech in July 2021 made clear.
To date, much of the commentary in relation to
levelling up has highlighted the absence of a clear
definition of this concept, and some commentators
have begun to articulate what levelling up ought to
mean. But in government itself, thinking appears to
have crystallised around a working conceptualisation of
levelling up which privileges investment in large-scale,
physical infrastructure at the expense of other types of
intervention. Notwithstanding some rhetorical nods to
the importance of ‘cultural facilities’, ‘heritage sites’ and
social spaces, the vast majority of actual spending under
the levelling up umbrella has been allocated towards
physical infrastructure projects like HS2, Project Gigabit,
and the intra-city transport settlements.
By comparison, the community facilities and social
gathering places that make a neighbourhood (or village,

Earlier this year, the Bennett Institute added its voice
to this chorus with a report on the economic, social
and civic value of these community institutions. In that
report, we argued that social infrastructure – the physical
spaces and community facilities which bring people
together to build meaningful relationships – may be
as important for reversing the fortunes of left-behind
places and introducing some semblance of economic
balance to the regions of the UK as building new dual
carriageways or rolling out faster broadband. Drawing
on an international body of evidence and some new
data analysis, we demonstrated how social gathering
places can revitalise high streets, create jobs, improve
public health outcomes and foster more cohesive,
participatory communities.
We showed, for example, how amenities on our high
streets like cafés, pubs, cinemas and museums are
helping to sustain town centre footfall and stimulate
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higher rates of local consumer spending while the draw
of bricks and mortar retail recedes in the face of the
convenience of online shopping. We also demonstrated
that these facilities are a major source of employment,
with 2.3 million people working in social infrastructurerelated sectors across Great Britain. In some towns, like
Skegness, approximately one in two jobs are located in
these sectors, and these jobs often represent valuable
opportunities for those who may otherwise struggle
to gain a foothold in the labour market. Indeed, almost
one in five of the young people in employment work in
social infrastructure-related roles.
But spending in support of these facilities need not be
justified solely on economic grounds. These amenities
also underpin the resilience, cohesion and health of
local populations, and these outcomes cannot be so
easily quantified.
The pandemic has made plain the importance of
resilience, or the ability of communities to withstand
and recover from exogeneous shocks. It has also
revealed how this crucial asset is unevenly distributed
across the country. In our report, we showed that
variation in the provision of social infrastructure may
well account for part of the variation in community
resilience across the UK. For example, we found
that Covid-19 mutual aid groups – the semi-formal
collections of neighbours and volunteers who took
it upon themselves to support vulnerable members
of their community – were more likely to mobilise in
towns that enjoyed higher levels of social infrastructure
than in towns that were comparatively lacking in these
assets. This trend echoes previous research which
shows that communities rich in meeting places are
better able to sustain networks of support on which
vulnerable people can draw in times of crisis.
We also found that access to decent social spaces can
also have transformative effects on the physical and
mental health of local people, with rates of coronary
heart disease, obesity, depression and stress all lower
in areas with dense community provision. To take one
example, we found that the predicted prevalence of
loneliness in the over-65s – which is itself associated

with multiple secondary health conditions – is lower
in local authority areas with more social spaces per
capita. Initiatives like the ‘Men’s Sheds’ movement,
which brings together men who feel isolated or lonely
to practice shared hobbies and learn new skills, are
therefore vital to the wellbeing of local residents. But
they cannot operate in the absence of the physical
spaces, like village halls or bowls clubs or community
woodworking workshops, in which these groups
congregate.
But while Men’s Sheds and many other local
organisations, like churches or mosques, tend to bring
people together from similar backgrounds, spaces
like pubs, libraries and sports clubs play a particularly
important role – and might be considered a priority for
public support – because they allow relationships to
form across generational, ethnic and class lines. As more
than two decades of research has now demonstrated,
this ‘bridging social capital’ is vital to the economic
fortunes and social cohesion of deprived places.
Finally, our report touched on the ‘civic value’ that
social infrastructure can foster, by which we mean the
ability of these facilities to stimulate a sense of civic
pride and promote civic participation. We showed that
when public facilities like football clubs or heritage
buildings are well-maintained, accessible and safe,
they shape residents’ feelings about the identity and
standing of their town or city. In Derby, a new Museum
of Making opened in May 2021 thanks to the support
of countless local volunteers. The museum celebrates
Derby’s history of industry and innovation while also
catalysing a new era of creative manufacturing in
the city through the provision of workshop spaces in
which product prototypes can be developed by local
businesses. Institutions like this have the power to
restore a community’s pride in its heritage, to celebrate
the unique constellation of strengths that preside in a
local community and, simultaneously, to stimulate new
commercial activity.
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How has the social infrastructure debate
evolved?

prevalence of loneliness, the rate of crime, or any other
outcome of interest.

Since we published our report, the social infrastructure
debate has moved on in some important and interesting
ways. At one level, attention has turned to how we
might quantify, in precise monetary terms, the economic
and social value of community spaces. Frontier
Economics, on behalf of Local Trust, have made some
valuable inroads into this domain with a report in which
they endeavour to calculate the return on investment
that each pound spent on social infrastructure is likely
to yield. The authors argue that a £1 million investment
in community-led social infrastructure in a left-behind
area could generate approximately £1.2 million in
fiscal benefits and £2 million in social and economic
benefits over a ten-year period. The fiscal benefits
derive from things like healthcare and welfare savings
and the reduced costs of crime. The economic and
social benefits derive from higher rates of employment,
improved health and wellbeing, and higher local GVA.

At another level, organisations like Power to Change
have begun to ask what geographical scale we
should be thinking about when investing in social
infrastructure, and what sorts of actors should be
involved in designing, upgrading, owning and operating
the amenities which serve local communities. Much
of the government’s rhetoric about levelling up
suggests that it has two geographies in mind when it
is thinking about tackling spatial inequalities. On the
one hand, there has been a great deal of emphasis
on the need to rebalance regional productivity. This is
often taken to involve improving transport and digital
connectivity in and around major urban centres in
order that those living in the hinterlands of large cities
might more easily access opportunities in these bigger
conurbations. On the other hand, there is also a clear
focus in Westminster on so-called ‘left-behind’ towns,
hence the Towns Fund. But as the work of Power to
Change and Local Trust has made clear over the last few
years, spatial inequality often operates at a much more
granular scale. The difference in life expectancy, say, or
average income, between two adjacent neighbourhoods
can be as stark, or even more so, than that between two
regions or two towns.

This work raises some intriguing questions about
whether the complex, intersecting and multidirectional
lines of causality which link social infrastructure to
a whole plethora of outcomes, from skills growth to
crime reduction to the restoration of civic pride, can be
neatly condensed into a single return on investment
estimate in a way that satisfies the stipulations of the
Green Book. The authors themselves acknowledge
that certain goods which conceivably flow from
investment in social infrastructure, like social cohesion
and civic engagement, cannot be easily monetised.
Moreover, as we argued in our report, the challenges
around estimating economic and social returns from
social infrastructure investment are compounded by
the absence of holistic and coherent datasets which
would allow policymakers and researchers to better
understand how the quantity and quality of social
infrastructure varies from place to place and changes
over time. We argue that a new data repository which
stores information on the presence, accessibility,
funding, and rates of use of key amenities would be an
invaluable resource for those who want to rigorously
test how these facilities affect social cohesion, the

Therefore, as we move towards thinking about what
particular interventions policymakers can make to
support social infrastructure development, careful
consideration needs to be given to this question of
geography. If the dynamics of spatial inequality often
operate at the neighbourhood level, there is a clear
case for prioritising the involvement of (hyper-)local
community organisations that best understand the
needs and assets of the community in a given ward, as
Power to Change argue in Backing Our Neighbourhoods.
Likewise, a neighbourhood-level analysis lends itself
to an appreciation of the importance of locating
new amenities within neighbourhoods themselves,
rather than exclusively in urban centres that are often
costly to reach. At the same time, however, if we are
to take seriously the need to integrate physical and
social infrastructure strategies, as Professor Kenny
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and I have argued, then there is likely to also be a
need for coordination at higher levels of geography
and government, such as the Combined Authority
level. In any case, levelling up, to the extent that it
should involve meaningful investment in local social
infrastructure, cannot be entirely masterminded and
delivered from Westminster.
Finally, interest is now also turning to the question
of which specific policy levers ought to be used to
unlock the value of community facilities. This debate
recently received an injection of energy following
President Biden’s announcement of a $10 billion
Community Revitalisation Fund (CRF) which will
“support community-led civic infrastructure projects
that create innovative shared amenities, spark new local
economic activity, provide services, build community
wealth, and strengthen social cohesion.” The Fund will
allow for vacant buildings to be adapted and reused
as local service centres, cultural spaces or community
entrepreneurs’ hubs. It will create new green spaces and
it will prioritise projects that foster social cohesion. And,
crucially, it will “support projects that show potential to
spark new local commercial activity and unlock private
investment.” Among the policy mechanisms that will
be used to support these aims are land acquisition and
the creation of community investment trusts. Given the
CRF’s focus on the creation of community amenities,
this major investment represents an invaluable
opportunity to track and evaluate the impact of specific
interventions.

In the UK, we are, in a sense, still tethered to the
drawing board and, although there has recently been
a small explosion of recommendations as to how
we might start harnessing the value of our shared
amenities while building new ones, we are yet to see
a government-backed programme of investment that
matches the scale and ambition of the CRF. Various
organisations have put forward recommendations,
including for government to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Devise a national social infrastructure strategy.
Create a Community Wealth Fund from dormant
assets.
Ringfence a portion of the Levelling Up and Towns
Funds to spend on social infrastructure.
Transfer a portion of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund
directly to community-led partnerships.
Devolve greater power, including over business
rates, to local authorities.
Work with Big Tech to turn Britain’s libraries into
digital, cultural and entrepreneurial hubs for the
21st century.

But if the government is to make progress in delivering
on its levelling up commitments within this parliament,
ideas like these need to be translated into concrete
actions. Currently, much of the social infrastructure
debate is centred on what the government should
be doing in this area. Soon, it will need to turn to the
specifics of how these policies and interventions can be
successfully implemented in particular local places.
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In September 2020, the British Academy – the national body for the humanities
and social sciences in the UK – was asked by Sir Patrick Vallance to conduct a
comprehensive, multidisciplinary, independent review of the long-term societal
impacts of Covid-19. Our conclusions were stark, but perhaps they anticipate and
connect the issues raised in this collection.

of place, scale and time must be considered as
we recover and rebuild. And these are exactly the
dimensions that a successful levelling up agenda
must tackle.

We are facing a Covid decade . If the Covid decade is to
act like previous turning points in our history, it will be
defined by how government, business, civil society and
individuals respond to the scale, depth and complexity
of the long-term effects of the disease. Our report
identified a range of long-term implications across
multiple and interconnected areas of society, from
health and wellbeing, to communities and culture,
to knowledge and education, skills and employment.
And then we explored each of these areas in relation
to issues like governance, inequalities, trust, cohesion
and sustainability. We found the effects will have
ramifications across all of these areas, and, critically,
that the interconnections between them will be as
important as the individual effects themselves.

Levelling up in the context of Covid-19
But what does that perspective have to do with
levelling up and why have I started there? Because,
despite the strides we make in tackling the pandemic,
the social, economic and cultural impacts will cast
a long shadow into the future which will emerge
differently across places, have differential impacts for
individuals, communities, regions, and nations, and
play out along different time courses. The dimensions

Pandemics throughout history have often accelerated
existing trends in society. When looking across our
evidence, there were interrelated areas of impact
which, arguably, were already affecting us and the
pandemic has simply shown them in a new light,
allowing us to hear and see them in different ways.
They are, arguably, many of the same effects that
are driving the desire and the need to level up:
from widening and exacerbated inequalities; the
increased importance of local communities, but
strains on the services supporting them; lost – and
likely unrecoverable – access to education, training
and skills development at all levels; and new and
existing pressures on the revenue streams which
are necessary for funding and facilitating a recovery.
All of this means we need to address the balance
of revenue generation and weigh up expenditure
against direct and indirect economic and noneconomic impacts.
These areas of long-term impacts from the pandemic
are not exhaustive, but they are all significant, and
they will require coordinated effort to overcome. And
they resonate with all the other themes from this
blog series and much more writing on the subject.
As Dr Henry Kippin and Ben Lucas write in this
series, the scale of the levelling up challenge and
ambition are immense. More of the same will not cut
it anymore. We need integrated analyses, integrated
approaches to the problems, and integrated policy
solutions that cut across those important dimensions
of place, scale and time. The humanities and social
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sciences – disciplines providing both a long view and
a global view on the pandemic – are well-placed to
provide insights into the way in which policy affects
people across these dimensions.

Integrated policy goals for integrated
challenges and opportunities
In our report, we identified a set of seven integrated
policy goals which, if tackled systemically and
systematically, could help us navigate the Covid
decade. Many of the policy goals and the themes
within them have been articulated in complementary
forms in this series already. In this piece I aim to
provide a sense of how this pathway of integrated
policy goals enables the whole to be greater than the
sum of the parts. These seven integrated policy goals
will help us navigate not only the severest longterm effects likely to embed over the Covid decade,
but more importantly (and optimistically) maximise
the opportunities for rebuilding, levelling up, and
reshaping our society.
First, and arguably at the heart of everything, is
that we must crack the governance puzzle and
build multi-level governance structures based on
empowering participation and engagement to
strengthen the capacity to identify and respond to
local needs. Evidence from the history of previous
public health and other crises outlined in this
publication and in our own work suggests that
resourced local and community knowledge is vital
to combating and recovering from epidemics and
other public health crises. This will require sensitivity
to context and place at higher levels of governance,
and greater responsibility and capacity to act at
lower levels. National policy strategies are likely
to have greater success if interpreted, reinforced
and implemented at the local level, by local agents

1.
2.
3.

and institutions. In addition to vertical structures,
horizontal mechanisms which help to link strategies,
data, efforts and learning between different local
authorities and departments will be needed. Levelling
up requires there being greater equity in the physical
and human resources of local governance structures
and the willingness to accept that problems cross
regional lines and are often shared responsibilities.
The British Academy is launching a new regional
policy and innovation fellowship scheme which could
be one such mechanism which aids this effort.
This takes us to the second policy goal. In order
to understand context and develop capacity and
capability at the appropriate levels of governance,
we need to improve how we develop, share and
communicate knowledge, data and information. This
will help all decision-makers, and all citizens, to
work from shared understandings of the evidence.
Evidence shows us that data linkage and learning
across different contexts and levels of governance
is particularly critical to resolving long-term,
interconnected societal problems.1
This kind of integrated analysis is also important for
building trust. Research tracking trust in government
in response to the Covid-19 crisis showed that, as
with general political trust, measures of trust related
to Covid-19 had a gradual linear fall from May 2020
onwards.2 And whereas trust in the UK Government
was found to be low, there was a higher level of trust
in local representatives and authorities. In particular,
those areas that had already invested in social
cohesion have sustained and benefitted from higher
levels of community trust, supporting their ability to
reach vulnerable groups, mobilise mutual aid and
counter misinformation.3 When our evidence and
analysis is remote and disconnected from people’s
experiences in place, time or scale, we have less

Abrams, D., Hand, D.J., Heath, A., Nazroo, J., Richards, L., Karlsen, S., Mills, M., Roberts, C. and the Centre for Homelessness Impact (2020), What Factors make a community
more vulnerable to COVID-19? A summary of a British Academy Workshop, The British Academy; Leyser, O. and Richardson, G. (2017), Data management and use: governance
in the 21st century, The British Academy and The Royal Society.
Lalot, F., Davies, B. and Abrams, D. (2020), Trust and cohesion in Britain during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic across place, scale and time. Report for the British Academy,
November 2020, Centre for the Study of Group Processes, School of Psychology, University of Kent; and Abrams, D., Lalot, F., Broadwood, J. and Davis Hayon, K. (2021),
Community, Connection and Cohesion During COVID-19: Beyond Us and Them Report, Nuffield Foundation.
Lalot et al. (2020), Trust and cohesion in Britain during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic across place, scale and time.
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scope to capitalise on trust. Top-down information
can also fail to acknowledge context and localised
problem framing often does little to change people’s
practices and behaviours. We must learn these
lessons if we are to be successful in levelling up.
Our third policy goal should see us prioritise
investment in digital infrastructure as a critical
public service (including digital skills) to eliminate
the digital divide, improve communication and joint
problem solving, and create a more equitable basis
for education and employment, not to mention faster
and more responsive health and social care. The
effects of the pandemic have demonstrated that the
existing geographical and socioeconomic inequalities
in digital access across the country should be tackled
as they remain a primary barrier to levelling up. And
while the pandemic has energised creative use of
digital technology to enhance the way we do things,
it has also exposed very large disparities in digital
access and digital skills. There is now a heightened
need to ensure no people, groups or places are left
behind by the rapid changes underway in the way we
live, work and learn. The issue is so fundamental that
we should treat investment in digital infrastructure
as a critical public service, taken forward with the
same zeal that we saw in 19th-century Britain
with the railway boom or, in the 20th century, the
construction of the national grid.
Fourth and fifth, we should set policy goals of
reimagining urban spaces to support sustainable
and adaptable local businesses and livelihoods and
responding to demands to strengthen and expand
community-led social infrastructure, including
education and training systems, that can enhance
local resilience to health, social and economic
crises. Coming out of the pandemic and as they
look to address levelling up through a range
of means, central and local governments must
come to a consensus around a comprehensive but
place-sensitive land use plan that creates a viable

blueprint for the development of flexible, sustainable
neighbourhoods, towns and cities.
And whether urban or rural, the pandemic has laid
bare the inequalities that exist between different
communities. But there have also been real bright
spots of inspiration and innovation, and the pandemic
has highlighted the role that a range of community
institutions, from schools, to sports centres, to places
of worship, can all play. Our efforts to level up can
build on this running start and share the learning
more widely, including scaling up efforts that were
already in place and we know have worked.
The regeneration of towns and cities will need
a range of skills, offering new educational and
employment opportunities. Which takes us to a
sixth policy goal: creating a more agile, responsive
education and training system capable of meeting
the needs of a new social and economic environment
and acting as a catalyst to develop and enhance
our future. Both levelling up and the response to
the crisis of the pandemic will require us to ensure
that we do not exacerbate the effects of worsening
inequalities. To do this, we will need to rethink the
types of knowledge and skills needed in new social
and economic environments. Lifelong education
and training can be a catalyst as can thinking about
educational strategy from a systems-perspective.
Policymakers in central government must take
account of the different contexts of schooling and
education locally and allow enough flexibility for
local actors to review and respond in the most
appropriate way on the basis of local knowledge and
experience, in partnership with others at different
levels of scale.
Finally, as echoed by the piece from Tom McNeil, we
have argued for the need to empower a range of
actors, including the private sector, to work together
with a sense of social purpose. The significant
achievements in social, scientific, and cultural
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innovation during the crisis were not driven by
market competition or state direction alone: different
actors worked together towards a common goal
because of a shared sense of urgency and necessity.
In related work at the Academy on the Future of
the Corporation, we argue that pursuing the goal
of putting purpose at the heart of business delinks
business from the short-termist pursuit of profits
and allows for longer term thinking where the
private sector can play a much more engaged part in
delivering for society. We must adopt similar thinking
here if the Covid decade is to be one that achieves
significant levelling up.

purposes and then co-operate across institutional
and departmental boundaries to deliver those,
whether in a crisis or in normal times. Covid-19 and
our economic and social recovery will not be the
last obstacle we face, foreseen or otherwise. Climate
change, inequalities (including those inherent in the
levelling up agenda), digital transformations and
much else will all contribute to the risk of further
shocks. Our policy responses need to build resilience
now.

The challenges of the decade ahead provide us
with an opportunity to get these things right.
Clear policy goals and principles can help society,
business and government to be clear about their
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Levelling up in the West Midlands –
A plan to turn adversity into advantage
Tom McNeil

1

There’s enough evidence to suggest that ‘real’ empowerment to level up might come
from government policy that has been shaped, designed and even made by the regions
themselves.

For those optimistic about the untapped qualities
of the regions, whether in Wales, the Midlands,
the North or otherwise, there is an inherent
notion of ‘empowerment’ within the levelling up
agenda. If thought of in this way, levelling up is a
sort of emancipation: unlocking the potential in
constituencies outside of London.
If we accept that, then the concept of ‘empowerment’
deserves further attention. On the one hand, it can
be taken to refer to an economic stimulation driven
by a central government agenda or brainchild. This
might, when or if delivered, see large infrastructure
projects designed to yield industrial growth
opportunities – long distance transport connectivity,
a national approach for anchor institution
revitalisation, planned regional strategies harnessing
agglomeration principles.
While these top-down decisions are never easy (such
as when environmental trade-offs come to the fore),
they are typically welcomed by those geographies
suffering enduring unemployment, industry deficits
and the corresponding cocktail of social hardship
that emanates from community decline.

1.

But empowerment can be something really quite
different. It need not present itself in the form of
a line of grateful local people, hands out, smiling
through gritted teeth to accept what they might
sometimes regard as ‘fiscal crumbs’ – crumbs
allocated to and decided for them by mysterious
Whitehall policy processes, assuming those decisions
come at all. Looked at this way, real empowerment
might come from government policy that has
genuinely been shaped, perhaps designed and even
made for them, by the regions themselves.
This is not to suggest there is an absence of policy
expertise and high-moral agendas in central
government. Clearly there is a great wealth of it. Nor
is it to say that we should always look to artificially
create ‘co-design’ forums, if those forums will make
already clunky policy design and implementation
even heavier, slower and more bureaucratic. It
is however to argue that, when a region comes
forward with a detailed, credible, evidence-based
proposition, government should act quickly to
dynamically empower that regional initiative. This
kind of empowerment is one that has trust in the
intellectual assets of the regions, and their ability to
truly understand their own challenges and generate
creative solutions that are deserving of swift action. It
is also about dedicating the funds to make their local
levelling up proposition a reality, without a thousand
hoops that end up costing more than the initiative
itself. Levelling up then, is not always simply about
giving something additional to the regions, it’s about
giving them something they want, and quicker.
Let me now, opportunistically, offer you a real-world
example, regarding how the government is invited to

This piece was originally written in February 2021 before the election of Simon Foster as Police and Crime Commissioner for the West Midlands in May 2021.
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empower the West Midlands. Optimistically entitled
A Future Generations Deal, the previous West Midlands
Police & Crime Commissioner David Jamieson
pitched a holistic policy package in response to
certain emerging trends arising from Covid-19, that
sees crime prevention, social care, education and
tackling climate change as profoundly interlinked. I’m
proud to say I wrote that for him in my capacity as his
Strategic Adviser. Now as the newly appointed West
Midlands Assistant Police & Crime Commissioner to
Simon Foster who was elected in May 2021, I can say
with all sincerity that I believe the core message of
the Future Generations Deal is as relevant as ever.
Although never written as a deliberate levelling up
pitch, this Deal has all the hallmarks of such – a set
of options generated by a region itself and sensitive
to the needs of its own particular locality; presenting
a local partnership proposition more likely capable
of cutting across institutional silos than centralised
behemoths; solutions led by a democratically elected
leader of a devolved authority and arguably with
greater local legitimacy as a result.
Taken individually, the Future Generations policies
might struggle to attract an air of novelty. Combined
into a holistic strategy, they help carve a path through
the region’s complexity. With economic agendas
being considered fundamentally intertwined with
social policy, the package argues that meaningful
growth in wellbeing and economic potential, must
strike at the drag created by long lasting social
hardship in the West Midlands. Only by recognising
the complexity of many people’s lives, will we
unleash their and future generations’ true social,
intellectual and economic capacity.
Bold objectives often start with hard truths. In
this case, the tough reality is that Covid-19 risks
presenting the West Midlands with a large spike in
unemployment; most likely due to its disproportional
impact on young people, women, those on low pay
and those from black, Asian and ethnic minority
communities. In the worst-case scenarios, the lack
of opportunity and very real experiences of poverty

and destitution will see some exploited into crime or
turn to criminality from sheer desperation. Through
another lens, hundreds of children in the West
Midlands who were already vulnerable to various
forms of abuse or neglect, risk intensified suffering.
With so many being out of school, reduced capacity
for social services and lost opportunities to identify
vulnerability, many risk experiencing a devastating
mix of domestic abuse, substance misuse, mental
health issues, insufficiently supported learning needs,
school exclusions, homelessness and other traumas.
Thankfully, the levelling up agenda could, with
central departments attuned to listening, see a
new era of social care and economic opportunity
that turns this adversity into advantage. The Future
Generations Deal calls for a radical new investment
into pastoral support in schools. Developing
on existing innovative practice found in cities
like Coventry and Birmingham, we advocate the
investment into models that enable long-term
relationships through compassionate support for
struggling families, operating through the trusted
school environment. This is particularly effective
if it incorporates a truly integrated professional
problem solving support network, properly combining
mental health, substance misuse, domestic violence,
employment and primary health care services, to
dramatically change the life course of families in
crisis without sending them on a confusing carousel
of ‘signposted’ services. To make this a platinum
version, this all works best when it actively empowers
disenfranchised parents to become the local leaders
of change: using the knowledge of their own journey
escaping many of society’s imposed inequalities.
On a more universal level, the Future Generations
proposal calls for a revolution in mental health
support, with a focus on young people. Not
necessarily through formal clinical health, but
an investment in substantive and long-term
relationships; helping to insulate from the real
pressures of poverty, lack of opportunity and the
other realities of hardship in many neighbourhoods
in the West Midlands.
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Finally, levelling up as presented here, calls for a
far more ambitious package of jobs guarantees.
The adult social care crisis sees too many care
workers overworked and underpaid, and sometimes
a correspondingly poor level of care leading to
immoral and expensive health outcomes such as
collapsing Accident and Emergency hospital services.
Then there are the other unmitigated catastrophes
of obesity, diabetes, heart disease and addiction.
Part of the solution then, is to tackle the large-scale
unemployment, health crises and failures in public
health prevention strategies through a job guarantee
programme that transforms the employment and care
prospects of the region.

So then, back to ‘empowerment’. A levelling up
agenda should not make the West Midlands policy
people wait months to discuss a proposal. Vitally,
it should not make unreasonable demands about
the costing of models. It is plain for all to see that
the long-term cost of welfare for the unemployed,
mental health services, intergenerational impacts of
untreated social barriers, loss of incoming investment
from national and international markets, reduced
cash flow and consumer spending in West Midlands
communities, the astronomical costs of crime and
law enforcement and the lost economic capacity of
our region’s people, should surely offer enough to
embrace more dynamic decisions to empower our
region and future generations.

The economic opportunities need not stop here.
Having helped young people avoid downward
spirals through the Deal’s revolutionised pastoral
support investment, we would be ready for a huge
industrial awakening. This should come in the form
of a programme of job guarantees in high-skilled
green industries. By ambitiously stimulating a region
ready for technological revolution, the West Midlands
would have a once in a lifetime opportunity to help
defeat climate change through its newly invigorated
labour supply.
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Building the social infrastructure of and for the future
Catherine Miller
The need for local social infrastructure to leverage and direct government
intervention to level up the UK has become widely accepted. But how to create
connection and capacity within communities in practice has received less
consideration.

Borough Council in Barrow-in-Furness – a town that
nears the top of many levelling up lists. “That normal
didn’t work for so many of our residents. It wasn’t
giving them the home and the security they deserve.
We needed to think about how we create a story.”

As Covid-19 cases fall and restrictions ease, the
idea of a post-pandemic life is beginning to feel
within reach. With it, the government’s promise to
level up is evolving from a slogan into a series of
initiatives and funds that will be distributed across
the country. Although the contours of levelling up
remain vague, it’s clear that there’s an ambition
to think beyond traditional indicators for tackling
inequalities. In announcing the £4 billion Levelling
Up Fund, Rishi Sunak promised “a new, holistic
place-based approach”, recognising the importance
of communities’ abilities to channel investments to
local priorities.
The need for local social infrastructure to leverage
and direct government intervention has become
widely accepted with research such as Onward’s
social fabric index finding a warm reception,
particularly among ‘red wall’ Conservatives. And the
failure of previous initiatives to shift the dial on
geographical inequality underlines the need for a
different approach. But how to create connection and
capacity within communities in practice has received
less consideration.
“We all knew we couldn’t go back to Barrow as it
was before Coronavirus,” says Sam Plum, CEO of the

Creating that story became the goal of Barrow New
Constellation, one of 52 projects funded through
the National Lottery Community Fund’s Emerging
Futures Fund (EFF). The Fund is an experiment in
supporting communities to shape their own futures
– to emerge from the pandemic able to articulate
their own narrative and imagine a different way of
doing things. It’s also a demonstration of the need
for infrastructure and resourcing that supports the
rhetoric of putting communities in the lead. And as
well as creating a set of individual stories for each
of the communities involved, it creates space for
civil society to innovate and show what the social
infrastructure of the future could look like. As Dame
Julia Unwin pointed out in a recent Bennett Institute
discussion, “every wave of big social change creates
the next wave of civil society activity. This may be
another moment like that. We have to be enabling
people to think what would we need next?”
Social entrepreneur Hilary Cottam, who introduced
New Constellations to Barrow in Furness Council and
is also leading the EFF funded Radical Way project
says this work within communities is essential if
investment is to have any tangible impact. “Money
often sinks through the soil. What is important is
a story that rises in people’s hearts and operates
at a different level because it builds on emotions,
relationships and imagination and links these to the
concrete every day - investments in the economy and
society – in new ways.”
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But there are few opportunities for communities to
build these stories. “We’re obsessed with outcome and
impact and what we can measure,” says Dan Burgess
who leads Dreamspace Bath an EFF project to collect
stories around racism, climate and inequalities to
help shape the future of the city. “We undervalue the
ability to create spaces for people to speak and speak
more deeply not just rant, but speak from the heart.
It’s hard to measure the impact of that. But things do
shift for people. They go back out into the world with
it and do their thing, and something happens.”
Tangible shifts are under way in Barrow, where the
Council’s CEO and local police chief were among
15 local residents recruited to set aside their job
titles and expectations and spend an intense and
immersive week on equal terms as the ‘crew’ to
navigate Barrow’s future.
“Imagine you’re on a little boat on the open
sea. When a boat orients towards a star, you’ve
determined the course and the direction you’re going
to take and therefore your destination. So what
are the new stars that can be our new guideposts?
And which if we head towards them will change
our behaviour individually and collectively and
reorientate our ways of living and working and
connecting,” says Gemma Mortensen from New
Constellations.
The 12 stars that the crew identified to guide
Barrow’s future are now being taken to the Council
to be adopted as guideposts to all decision-making.
They are already being used to direct the £25 million
Towns Deal funding awarded to Barrow, including
involving residents in designing a planned new
university campus, creating a community hub by
the beach to connect people with nature and local
heritage, and building an ‘imaginarium’ as part of the
re-modelling of the town centre.
The Barrow experiment is notable for the
wholehearted commitment of local leadership.
In Hastings, another prospective Towns Fund
recipient, the community is keen to capitalise on the

momentum gained through pandemic mutual aid
initiatives. They’ve seen a huge appetite among local
people to help shape a vision for their future but
are having to work to overcome the local council's
reticence to hear what the public say outside of
official channels. “We’re starting to get noticed now
and we’re seen as partners and people to engage
with,” says Susanne Currid who’s working on the
Emerging Futures Fund project, Hastings Emerging
Futures. “There’s more to be done. We’re trying to
encourage new and co-creative ways to develop
these big conversations between the Council and our
local community. We’re telling them, don’t discount
this – see what can be done. People can be really
passionate about it.”
Although the Emerging Future Fund projects are
still young, it’s clear that communities cannot shape
their future in isolation. They require the ear, and the
support, of government, especially local authorities.
“There’s a gap between ideas being heard and how
it’s being acted on,” says Dan Burgess of Dreamspace
Bath. “People are looking at national politics as a
four-year cycle that doesn’t deliver, local place is
where change can, should and must happen.”
But empowering communities may have limited
impact if local authorities themselves do not have
the capacity or resources to support residents’
ambitions, and if they find themselves circumvented
by initiatives that are allocated from Whitehall. “You
can have a million brilliant ideas but people in power
need to be prepared to take risks and exercise their
own political capital to make them happen, that
takes bravery and a huge amount of resilience,” says
Gemma Mortensen of New Constellations.
The Emerging Futures Fund projects are discovering
that with time and space to come together,
communities can unleash their imaginations to write
the story of their own futures. Enabling them to
translate these dreams into reality will be the test of
levelling up in practice.
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What does levelling up mean for a town like Grimsby?
Ailbhe McNabola and Paul Gutherson
If government is to achieve its levelling up goals and the Levelling Up and Community
Renewal funds are to work for communities and places that are too often left behind,
they must invest in social and community infrastructure that is designed and delivered
in partnership with local people, who best understand local needs.
seen targeted investment in the past, a recipient of a
range of regeneration programmes and funds over a
period of decades. And yet Grimsby still sits towards
the wrong end of our regional inequality spectrum
– and it’s not alone. Many so-called Left Behind
areas have already seen large-scale investment
programmes, and yet, as Cambridge’s Professor Pete
Tyler describes it, “the problem has a momentum of
its own, passing from one generation to the next”[1].
There is consensus around the key interventions
needed: strengthening the local economic base,
improving the skills and labour market readiness
of the population, and improving the physical
environment and connectivity of the place to
surrounding areas. But history – and analysis – tells
us that it’s how these are done that matters. Professor
Tyler’s research has shown that regeneration
initiatives that do not adequately tackle all three
of these aspects can only have limited, and shortterm, impact. And there is growing recognition of the
importance of social infrastructure in our levelling
up challenge. Recent analysis by Pro Bono Economics
has shown that the presence of community assets
might be a better predictor of life satisfaction in an
area than its GDP or average household income. And
earlier research by Onward has shown both a longterm decline in the strength of local community, and
weak links between physical infrastructure and the
social fabric of a place.

At a recent event on the topic of levelling up,
internationally respected spatial economist and
economic geographer Professor Philip McCann set
out rather starkly a fact clearly shown by the data
but still too infrequently acknowledged when we
talk and think about economic development in the
UK: that the UK is one of the most unequal countries
in the world, in terms of the economic differences
that exist both between and within regions. In fact,
the UK today is almost as inter-regionally unequal
as Germany was at the point of reunification, when
in 1990 the former East and West German states
reunited to create the modern-day federal republic.
Needless to say, for the UK to be in this situation,
even without the added pressures of the Covid-19
pandemic, is neither desirable nor sustainable.
So while it is encouraging that politicians and
policymakers are turning their attention to tackling
this inequality, with the range of funds announced
at the Budget in March 2021 a welcome first step,
we can’t deny that the scale of the challenge is
enormous.

Investing in social infrastructure to
underpin levelling up

But it’s difficult to look at these things in the abstract,
so let’s consider one of the many places in the UK
that hopes to benefit from new levelling up policies
and initiatives. Grimsby is one of the places that has

The Spring Budget 2021 introduced a suite of three
funds aimed at addressing regional inequality and
levelling up: the Levelling Up Fund, Community
Ownership Fund, and Community Renewal Fund
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(a precursor to the Shared Prosperity Fund).
Encouragingly, these are not only capital funds
for physical infrastructure investments, as one
might have expected. There are revenue funds, and
funds dedicated to increasing community-owned
assets – investment in the everyday economies of
places, and in boosting social capital. The Spring
Budget therefore signalled that addressing regional
economic inequality is not just about addressing
productivity gaps or funding physical infrastructure,
but also about boosting social capital in the places in
need of levelling up.

Nunsthorpe is an estate in Grimsby with about 2,500
households, but no secondary school, and just a
few shops. It’s in the top three per cent for multiple
deprivation and just 49 per cent of its 16 to 74 year
olds are employed.

The physical fabric of places and the wellbeing
of communities matter enormously in achieving
prosperity. At a Bennett Institute event in March
2021, Dame Julia Unwin shared her view that we
will never recover economically from Covid-19 if we
don’t recover socially. In short, people care intensely
about where they live, and a run-down area that lacks
opportunities for local people is a drag on people’s
optimism and their ability to recover.
This is where investment in social infrastructure
comes in, to support and complement investments
in physical infrastructure. Places for people to meet,
to mix and form the bonds of community, to be
creative or look after their health and wellbeing.
Power to Change supports communities to take on
and successfully run buildings and spaces in towns
and neighbourhoods, and these places are a critical
part of the local social infrastructure. They are valued
by the local community and serve that community’s
needs.
A closer look at the experience of a neighbourhood
in Grimsby makes clear both the role and importance
of social infrastructure, and also that decisions about
how to strengthen it should be made by those closest
to the affected communities.

Centre4 is a community hub that has been at the
heart of this estate for 26 years (for a flavour of what
they do, see this short video). Centre4 is committed to
the social and economic regeneration of the area – a
place that has seen a number of centrally-developed
neighbourhood regeneration schemes come and go.
These have helped the area to varying degrees but
have never fully addressed the causes of inequality.
The inequalities that have been emphasised by
Covid-19 existed before 2020 and are deep rooted in
many places.
At Centre4, a response to the need for local people
to get good jobs was already underway as Covid hit
– the establishment of an ethical recruitment agency,
ERA employment. ERA is a socially responsible
employment agency for North East Lincolnshire. It is
community-led and provides a personalised service
to help people into work, with all surpluses used to
support community projects and ERA’s ‘members’ the people who are looking for jobs, who standard
agencies might call candidates or jobseekers. ERA’s
approach starts from the needs of the person looking
for work, rather than from the needs of the business
offering a job. So, if work isn’t immediately available,
ERA supports its members to develop the right skills
for local job opportunities through training, and
to gain valuable experience and build confidence
through ‘social action’ jobs at local community
projects.
During the Covid pandemic, many members of ERA
employment, including people who had been made
redundant or were furloughed, got involved in these
social action jobs: activities like shopping, digital
buddying, gardening and collecting prescriptions

46

Across the Great Divide –
What does levelling up mean for a town like Grimsby?
Ailbhe McNabola and Paul Gutherson
Local solutions to local issues –
levelling up policies need to empower
neighbourhoods and communities

for neighbours - all the while developing their own
skills and confidence, building connections in the
community, and collecting points. The experience is
recorded and makes a useful addition to a jobseeker’s
CV, and the points collected can be spent with local
businesses or on further training.
As a result of the ERA approach, 60 people are now
in temporary jobs, 12 of whom have been offered
permanent employment. Another 18 people are
already in permanent roles. Some of these are people
who had previously been rejected when they had
applied to their current employer or were previously
in retail and hospitality roles – sectors badly hit by
the pandemic. ERA employment has helped those
people see the strengths that they have and has
provided hope and opportunity. It has done this
because the people running ERA can respond to
local need and work within the local employment
landscape, rather than having to respond to a set of
centrally dictated themes or outcomes.

In Grimsby, as elsewhere, Covid-19 has highlighted
the fragility of the local economy, but more
importantly it has also highlighted the strength that
comes from local knowledge and connections. As a
community business with a core team of community
organisers, Centre4 listens to, and meets the needs
of, the immediate area it serves, and also reaches out
to people living in other areas of Grimsby, through
social prescribing and advice services. This local
knowledge and these relationships ground the
actions of Centre4 in the reality of local people’s lives
and create hope for the future.
Places like Centre4 demonstrate the power of
strong social infrastructure and what communities
can achieve, if adequately supported and able to
make decisions about the best use of available
funds. It’s a simple truth that not everything can
or should be done at a national or even regional
level. Communities know best what their needs and
strengths are and have shown that they can manage
funding and assets to deliver services that are
tailored and effective.
If Government has recognised that social
infrastructure matters, will it now also see that how
social infrastructure is created also matters, if we are
to build lasting solutions to decades-old problems?
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What does levelling up mean, for instance to Cambridge as the most unequal city in
the country? Not everyone thrives here despite the high R&D intensity.

A recent HEPI report, written by Sarah Chaytor, Grace
Gottlieb and Graeme Reid, all from UCL, considered
aspects of levelling up and regional policy. Amongst
their conclusions was that, despite what other
commentators have said, the UK is not particularly
regionally concentrated in its research funding, and
that what is meant by research concentration isn’t even
particularly well-defined. Despite the authors disclaimer:
‘This report is not a surreptitious attempt to get a better
deal for Bloomsbury at the expense of the rest of the
country’,
it was nevertheless hard not to feel that they were
choosing their analysis in order to demonstrate that
London was not unfairly advantaged. This suspicion
was highlighted by what appeared at the very least to
be confusion when it came to some of their figures.
Were they talking about all research funding, public,
charity and private, or were they simply talking about
public funding? Kieron Flanagan first highlighted this
confusion over Twitter, and it was stressed again by
Andy Westwood in his response, on the HEPI blog.
Clearly which is being discussed makes a significant
difference.
If one turns to an earlier report from last summer on
regional research and development (R&D) funding

imbalances by Tom Forth and Richard Jones (both
Manchester based), The Missing Four Billion, they
make a very clear distinction between public and
private funding. Looking explicitly at the relative
amounts of public (government, university and
charity) and private research funding per head of
population in NUTS1 regions, London – including
Bloomsbury – is seen to be an outlier, with less
business income than the West or East Midlands
for instance, but around three times as much public
funding as those regions. The East of England,
including my home city of Cambridge, is an outlier
in the other direction, with far more private research
income than any other region (about twice as much
as either area of the Midlands, nearly three times
as much as London), but only about half the public
income of London.
However, as Reid et al make plain, granularity matters.
The East of England’s figures will be dominated by
the Cambridge economy, with so many tech and life
science companies thriving on the various science
parks, and the recent arrival of Astra Zeneca from
the North West. That single move will, as Tom Forth
has further analysed, have led to a significant shift in
the total private funding from the North West, where
the company was historically based, to the East of
England. Cambridge is, in terms of business research
funding, thriving.
But for the people who live here, does it feel like
that? No analysis would suggest the region needs
to be levelled up, if the gross research income
figures are considered, and yet there are extensive
problems in the East of England. The reality is that
the overheated Cambridge economy, the soaring
house prices, mean that for many people life in the
city is an impossible dream. It is, according to the
Centre for Cities, the most unequal city in the UK as
judged by the Gini Coefficient based on individual
incomes. Having attended a webinar organised by
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the Bennett Institute for Public Policy during the
University’s Cambridge Festival 2021, I was struck,
indeed horrified, by some of the stories told with
respect to this inequality. As was said there are two
very different worlds, which may barely overlap:

means, better is a word that sounds so promising
but without qualification – better for whom, for how
many, better in economic or social terms – it is hard
to know where I might opt to put my money, were I in
the position to put money anywhere. A recent report
by Professor Michael Kenny and Tom Kelsey from the
Bennett Institute highlights this conundrum about
what better might mean if Johnson’s government
pursues their levelling up agenda without any
additional clarification. Kenny and Kelsey show that
R&D income, introducing a new anchor industry or
building improved large-scale infrastructure such
as roads may be of far less interest to many living
in disadvantaged areas than much smaller scale
projects such as sports and leisure facilities and
centres for young people. Such items may deliver
better political capital from the electorate than
economic growth for the region or the country.
These are not the sort of thing that the promised
£22 billion funding for R&D is going to deliver, and
perhaps are too small-scale to feature largely in the
so-far ill-defined UK Shared Prosperity Fund (which
replaces EU Structural Funds), but perhaps would be
better able to deliver a country that felt less divided
between the haves and have-nots.

“The knowledge intensive businesses attracting global
talent, and those who found it difficult to afford the bus
fare into town.”
That is just the city, of course. To look at the wider
region covered by the NUTS1 classification, reaching
out into the agriculturally-dominated fens and
beyond to the impoverished coastal towns, there
isn’t even a thriving economy or plentiful jobs of any
description. These are left-behind regions, whatever
the gross R&D figures for the East of England
might suggest. The reach of the economic success
within Cambridge and its University do not extend
significantly towards Wisbech, let alone Kings Lynn.
How could the University do more? In fact, their
sights are set on the Oxford-Cambridge Arc which
barely reaches east into the fens. In terms of pure
productivity and growth, this no doubt makes sense.
As the Government website put it earlier this year, it is:
“An ambitious plan to unleash the economic and
cultural potential of the Oxford-Cambridge Arc, to
transform it into one of the world’s premier growth
corridors and a world-leader in sustainability.”

Levelling up needs definition. What are we trying to
level up – infrastructure, jobs, R&D or community
life? Different funds for different purposes. But
we should not let politicians get away with such
glib phrases without qualifications nor muddle up
different pots of money.

Towns and cities like Kettering, Corby, Peterborough
and Northampton certainly could benefit from major
investment if this corridor goes ahead as proposed.
But to the east of the city, the benefit may be very
limited indeed.
From this single perspective I am left pondering is it
‘better’ to look westwards from the city to our friendly
rivals in Oxford, or east towards the coast? How
should one determine ‘better’? Just like my earlier
blog post with its hesitation about what excellence
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Levelling up policies should target disparities between entire
regions and within them
Professor Michael Kenny and Dr Davide Luca
The Johnson government’s declared ambition to level up some of Britain’s poorest
regions has sparked considerable debate about the causes of territorial inequalities
and the policies needed to tackle them. One key dilemma which this agenda raises is
whether the focus of policymakers should be on disparities between entire regions or
on differences – for instance between core cities and their hinterlands – within them.

In a newly published paper, we present fresh
evidence on the link between place of residence
and differences in social and political attitudes
between urban and rural places across 30 European
countries. And our findings have some bearing upon
this dilemma. We find that the polarisation between
urban and non-metropolitan places is significant
across the whole continent and is especially strong
across Western Europe.
Our analysis shows how – compared to those living
in inner urban cores – respondents living in suburbs,
towns and rural areas are far more likely to be
socially conservative in their personal outlook, more
dissatisfied with the functioning of democracy in
their country, and less likely to trust the political
system, even though they are – strikingly – more
likely to participate in it, especially when it comes to
voting. However, while our analysis highlights some
stark geographical variance in attitudes on issues
such as immigration and globalisation, we do not
find significant differences on issues which have
traditionally been at the core of left-right cleavages,
such as support for welfare state redistribution.

France has been depicted as a paradigm case of
the new spatial inequalities, which appear to be
reflected in a clear political divide between its main
urban centres, such as Paris and Lyon – which are
‘globalised’, ‘gentrified’, and increasingly inhabited by
bourgeois bohemians (the ‘bobos’) and cosmopolitans,
the banlieues populated by immigrants of recent
arrival, and the remaining medium and small-sized
cities and rural areas which have experienced marked
economic decline and where long-time immigrants
and the ‘white’ working classes tend to live. Our
results confirm this characterisation, as France is the
European country with the starkest geographical
differences in political attitudes.
An equally significant urban-rural divide is
discernible among British respondents. While
differences are slightly less pronounced than across
the Channel, small town and countryside dwellers in
Britain report markedly lower levels of satisfaction
with democracy and lower levels of trust in national
parties and European institutions and are much less
optimistic about the benefits of immigration to the
UK.
These findings have a bearing upon two key
contemporary political issues. One is the growth of
political disenchantment in many non-metropolitan
locations across Europe, and the fertile soil this
provides for nationalist and populist parties and
causes. The other is an emerging discourse, in many
different countries, about what kinds of policy agenda
and political response are required to re-engage
the inhabitants of what are commonly termed ‘leftbehind’ places.
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Addressing political disenchantment

A stronger focus on intangible factors and
social connections

The polarisation of electorates across the urban-rural
divide is by no means a new, or recent, phenomenon.
At the peak of the Industrial Revolution, in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many
European countries were divided between the
interests of rural and small-town dwellers, engaged
in agricultural production, and those of urban
residents, experiencing a new spatial economic order
dominated by manufacturing. Yet, in the second half
of the last century this stark divide faded partially, as
new political cleavages, organised around economic
issues, class divisions and the role of the state in
society, emerged.

Policy initiatives designed to address territorial
inequalities often focus on measures like levels of
income or employment, and many policymakers
continue to believe that tackling these kinds of
unequal outcomes for different groups of people
is more important than focusing upon differences
between places.

The reappearance of geographically rooted
political divisions, in recent years, signals a new
geographical fracture in European societies which,
in the long-term, may have significant implications
for the challenges associated with weakening
social cohesion and growing disenchantment with
democracy. Our findings suggest the importance of a
place-sensitive understanding of these phenomena,
and simultaneously serve to undermine overly
generalised characterisations of ‘rural consciousness’
or ‘left-behind’ disillusionment. The clear gradient
that we identify in terms of political attitudes and
social values, and their correlation with different
spatial scales and kinds of community – ranging
from metropolitan centres at one end of the
spectrum through to more remote, rural areas at
the other – suggest the need for a detailed and
contextual understanding of the geography of
political disenchantment. A richer appreciation
of the geographical specificities of different
rural areas, towns and cities is integral to a more
contextually informed and tailored policy response
to the challenges posed by inter- and intra-regional
inequality. Place-sensitive policies need to reflect an
understanding of the distinctive history and economic
characteristics of a place (or its region), but also their
degree of connectivity to large urban agglomerations.

Our results challenge this orthodoxy because
they highlight that growing forms of political
disenchantment are not solely linked to economic
conditions. Across Europe, political disenchantment
is not highest in the poorest rural areas. Similarly,
individual measures of contextual economic
disadvantage only marginally explain differences in
attitude along the urban-rural continuum. Moreover,
in most European countries, small town and rural
dwellers report significantly higher levels of life
satisfaction, even when they also express higher
degrees of political disenchantment and lower
levels of trust towards national and supranational
institutions.
Policy programmes that only address economic
opportunities are unlikely to be sufficient to tackle
contemporary forms of disenchantment. For example,
while differences in satisfaction with public health
service provision along the urban-rural continuum
are not large, we still find systematically lower
levels of satisfaction among countryside dwellers
than among urbanites, especially in countries like
France and Portugal. The intertwined challenges
of demographic ageing, population shrinkage, and
public budget constraints may well increase existing
pressures upon the provision of key public services
in rural and more isolated areas in the near future.
This is an area to which policymakers should pay
particular attention, especially as research on the
impacts of public austerity following the 2008
financial crisis in the UK has highlighted how a
reduction in public service provision can lead to a
significant rise in support for populist politicians.
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Reconciling a triple agenda through policy design
Dr Cristina Peñasco
Does the government’s challenging target for net zero conflict with its aim to level
up? No. Environmental policies can be implemented without making those on low
incomes worse off.

all goals of any recovery plan for the coming years.
In other words, how can these policy instruments
work together to reduce energy consumption and/or
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions while fostering firm
productivity, job creation and private investments in
cleaner technologies?

The UK Government established ‘Reaching Net
Zero by 2050’ as a binding goal in 2019. To achieve
this, there needs to be investment in clean energy
technologies and green infrastructure to reduce
carbon emissions and energy consumption. There is
therefore a strong economic justification for policies
to foster the amount of innovation and influence its
direction, to help address the key societal challenge
of climate change and the low-carbon transition.
However, preventing climate change is not the
only challenge faced by the UK. Recovery from the
Coronavirus pandemic as set out in the Government’s
ten point plan to Build Back Better after the
pandemic, and the levelling up of the nations and
regions of the country, are also key challenges faced
by policymakers.
Taken together, these agendas need to tackle the
combined goals of reducing inequality, increasing
social and physical infrastructure, creating job
opportunities and boosting competitiveness
all within an environmentally responsible and
sustainable framework.
This piece considers how policy instruments for
the low–carbon transition could jointly foster
the positive environmental, technological,
competitiveness and social outcomes which are

A starting point for this is performing an analysis
of what policies have been working adequately
and why. Taking stock of previous experiences with
different types of policy instruments strengthens
our knowledge and supports effective policymaking.
Understanding the extent to which appropriate
policies, regulations and public investments can be
used to lower trade-offs among different societal
goals or to promote additional co-benefits is crucial
for bringing about change.
A recent systematic review published in Nature
Climate Change by researchers at C-EENRG (UK),
CMCC (Italy) and the Bennett Institute for Public
Policy (UK), and funded by the European H2020
project INNOPATHs, brings together evidence from
across the world on a set of ten low-carbon policy
options currently used by governments. The review
shows that, when poorly designed, there are short to
medium-term trade-offs between decarbonisation
and other socioeconomic goals. In that context, the
implementation of such policies may be detrimental
to households and small businesses less able to
manage; for example, the short-term costs of energy
price hikes that will have a greater impact on
households in so-called ‘left-behind’ areas.
Does this mean that the inherent tension between
reaching net zero and the policy challenges of
Building Back Better and levelling up cannot be
reconciled?

53

Reconciling a triple agenda through policy design
Dr Cristina Peñasco

Certainly not, and the menu of decarbonising policy
instruments, from quotas to feed-in tariffs (FITs),
can be designed and balanced to benefit local firms
and lower-income families – vital for achieving a
just, affordable and more equal and economically
competitive transition to a net zero future. It is
possible to support green jobs, accelerate a path
to a net zero future and, at the same time, reduce
inequalities among under-performing parts of the
country.

R&D funding alone might not be enough. Carbon
pricing instruments are essential, but recycling
mechanisms and compensatory non-environmental
exemptions are needed to reduce trade-offs and
increase political feasibility and acceptability.
In the context of the levelling up agenda, the
design of stepped R&D grants programmes
targeting small companies or those in early stages
of development, generate crowding in effects that
attract private funding. This can help foster firmlevel competitiveness outcomes beyond the positive
impact on innovation. Direct public R&D funding
together with R&D tax credits may also stimulate
higher R&D private expenditure in SMEs.

The role of innovation – an example
Innovation will play a prominent role in lowering the
cost of technologies that will enable the low-carbon
transition of the economy. This includes renewable
energy generation, electric vehicles, biomass heating
systems, and many other technologies.
Some of the instruments that show more positive
impacts on innovation is feed-in tariffs (FITs) which
foster the deployment of renewable energy sources
and public R&D funding. Research has tended
to show that technological learning effects for
manufacturing are greater in countries with FITs
than in countries with bid systems. This is because
the reduced margins in bidding systems limits the
R&D investment capability of manufacturers and
suppliers. However, the first has had more negative
distributional impacts. The combination of different
policy instruments, for example, FITs plus auctions,
can mobilise different energy producers and
technologies in different stages of development to
simultaneously reduce costs, support competitiveness
for both large and small firms and reduce negative
short-term impacts on small producers.
In relation to public R&D funding, an important
aspect that deserves more consideration is the
role of public R&D investments as a catalyst
for R&D investment in the private sector. Public
R&D investment is one of those win-win policy
instruments capable of generating positive impacts
across environmental and socioeconomic outcomes.
Still, if we want to comply with climate goals, public

Indeed, there is no one-size-fits-all policy approach.
Policymakers should deploy incentives for innovation,
such as targeted R&D funding, while also adapting
tariffs and/or adopting policy mixes to benefit
those across income distributions and in those less
economically developed areas.

The link between evaluation and
appraisal (or how the past informs the
future)
All this evidence can be explored in more detail in
the Decarbonisation Policy Evaluation Tool (DPET).
The DPET is designed as a helpful reference for
policymakers, academics and general users as it
allows them to explore the possible trade-offs or cobenefits of policies to support the net zero-carbon
transition. The INNOPATHs project that funded the
development of the DPET at C-EENRG and CMCC, and
the teams in charge of making this tool a reality[i],
have been pioneers in understanding that indicatorbased approaches to policy evaluation – such as
the one presented in the DPET – have a lot to say
on environmental policy evaluation where system
transformation dynamics are at play.
The recent review of the Green Book – the
government’s guidance on options appraisal
– identified that “current appraisal practice is
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likely to undermine the government’s ambition
to ‘level up’ poorer regions and to achieve other
strategic objectives unless there is a step change
improvement.”
One of the key themes that the Green Book review
identified was the failure of those conducting
appraisals to situate the proposal into the wider
policy context, which led to an over-reliance on
ex-ante appraisals like Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA).
The researchers behind the development of the
DPET, believe that tools like it will help to address
this issue and provide a better understanding of
the connections and tensions between the triple
challenges of net zero, Building Back Better and
levelling up faced by today’s policymakers.

Interactive platforms like the DPET act as the vital
link between understanding the real effects of the
policy instruments used for the low carbon transition
and the ex-ante appraisal tools needed for decisionmaking. For example, the comparison of the DPET’s
ex-post evidence with existing modelling results
on different policy instrument outcomes, will allow
the identification of differences between ex-ante
appraisals and ex-post evaluations and could lead to
improving the modelling of policy instruments.
This analysis is necessary to identify and correct
possible biases that could explain differences
between projections/simulations of the impact of
policy instruments and their actual performance once
they are implemented. This in turn will improve the
decision-making processes of the future.

Projects like INNOPATHs or the Economics of
Innovation and Energy System Transitions (EEIST)
project funded by BEIS[ii], are working on a
methodological paradigm shift. For example, from
using CBA or general equilibrium modelling to more
complex approaches able to show the transformative
power of policy instruments needed for the energy
transition.
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How intangible assets can help alleviate the regional disparity
Dr Saite Lu
Policymakers must take intangible assets seriously when designing policies to address
regional inequalities. Investing in human and social capital is fundamental to closing
the UK’s regional gaps.

This blog argues that when designing regional
policies to build human capital, policymakers must
formulate an integrated policy framework that
incorporates other interlinked intangible assets –
particularly social capital – within the economy.
Human capital is the knowledge, skills, competencies,
and attributes (including health) embodied in
individuals that enable them both to attain personal,
social, and economic wellbeing and contribute
productively to the economy.
"If your plan is for one year, plant rice; if your plan is for
ten years, plant trees; if your plan is for one hundred
years, educate people."
Guan Zhong (720–645 BC)
The regional disparities in the UK, as measured
by various indicators, are among the widest in the
OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development). The North-South divide has
long been a concern, with the northern regions of
England generally having lower incomes, higher
unemployment, and lower living standards than
their southern counterparts. Inequality is also
prevalent at the local authority level within the
high-wage regions, including the Greater South East.
For instance, according to the Office for National
Statistics’ (ONS) latest data, the annual earnings in
Portsmouth and North Norfolk in that region are
consistently ranked in the bottom 10 per cent in the
UK.
The current UK government aims to address this
challenge through its plans for levelling up. In the
policy debate around levelling up, a good deal of
attention has been focused on tangible assets,
particularly infrastructure. But to ensure its success,
policymakers must focus also on improving human
and social capital across the UK.

As well as being one of the most fundamental
determinants of living standards, productivity is also
the key driver of wages. The hourly wage is simply
the product of output per hour (productivity) and
the share of total labour income within an economy
(wage bills/total output). Greater London and the
South East are on average 48 per cent and 22 per
cent more productive than the rest of the UK. The
urban areas account for most of the productivity
differentials between regions in the UK. Many UK
cities are also underperforming when compared with
European cities of a similar size. If such output gaps
could be closed by increasing the productivity of
other cities, the UK’s annual GDP would increase by
more than three per cent.
Building human capital requires investment in highquality education, training, and healthcare. However,
it also needs to be maintained: human capital can
diminish over time due to a lack of skills usage,
ageing, illness, and the emergence of disruptive
technologies that make existing skills less useful.
Brain drain can be another issue for 'left-behind'
regions. With highly skilled workers migrating to
economically advanced regions – mainly London
– regional inequality becomes self-reinforcing.
Although the advanced regions have benefitted
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from the inflow of a highly skilled labour force,
the movement of labour has also led to other
socioeconomic issues such as congestion and high
housing costs. Therefore, to reverse the brain drain it
is critical to develop strong markets for professional
households in regional cities/towns across the UK.

influence people's perceptions and decision-making.
Therefore, it is essential to take into account social
influences when designing human capital policies.

Social capital generally refers to 'connections
among individuals – social networks and the norms
of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from
them'. It can improve productivity directly. According
to relational theories in psychology and sociology,
interpersonal relationships and other relational
constructs such as trust and liking, directly impact
everyone's creativity, learning, and productivity in
the workplace. The evidence supporting this theory
has been confirmed at the micro-level using social
experiments. Our recent research using the European
Social Survey (ESS) and previous studies based on the
World Value Survey (WVS) suggests that the positive
association between social capital and productivity
also holds at the macro-level.
There are at least three channels through which
social capital can positively influence human capital
accumulation.
First, by being in the left-behind regions, students are
not only subject to inequality of access to educational
resources but they are also less likely to invest in
further education and training. The lack of highpaying jobs in the region creates a misperception
of returns from education and training. It is thus
likely that individuals underinvest in education
and training. The UK data indeed confirms the
positive correlation between the percentage of the
degree-level educated population in a region and
productivity growth.
Social network effects can trap the regional economy
at the low productivity end of the spectrum. People
tend to follow what others do within their social
networks in order to fit in. Conversely, however,
research shows that having aspirational figures
within their social networks can significantly

Second, the diffusion of new technology can be much
faster and more successful within a community with
a high degree of social interaction and cohesiveness.
For any new, productivity-improving technology
(or skills) to replace the existing predominant
technology within an economy, the number of users
must pass a certain tipping point. For example, for
someone to switch from using Excel to Python, there
will be an initial cost (either in terms of effort, time,
or money) to learn the new technology. Such costs
are worthwhile if enough of their peers also decide
to switch to Python as well. Otherwise, the new and
more productive technology will fail to accumulate a
large enough user base to succeed.
The Grameen Bank in Bangladesh offers another
practical example of the potential economic role of
social influence. Initiated by the Nobel Peace Prize
laureate Professor Muhammad Yunus, the Bank is
famous for its group lending approach to promote
inclusive finance among the poor. The newly created
social network initially acts as a safety device to
ensure repayments are made by low-income families
who lack collateral and credit history. However,
there are additional benefits. It improves people's
trust in institutions, enhances social cohesiveness
and strengthens the social networks within local
communities.
Third, human capital stocks are often measured by
formal educational qualifications or by earnings.
Such measures fail to account for the health
dimension, which includes wellbeing. There is a vast
amount of literature in psychology and sociology
that emphasises the importance of social capital in
improving people's subjective wellbeing. Evolutionary
psychologists suggest that people's desire to form
and maintain social bonds is deeply wired into
human biology. The need to belong is fundamental
to the survival and even the reproduction of human
beings.
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Furthermore, having close relationships with families,
friends, and colleagues appears to have a significant
positive impact on one's mental and physical health
throughout life. We can even feel happier by simply
having social interactions with random people in the
street or being around others. In the short run, social
capital has a multiplier effect that jolts us with a shot
of positivity and happiness. In the medium and longterms, social capital acts as a social safety net that
enables us to be more resilient to setbacks in life and
recover faster from adverse events.

balconies in Italy. However, in recent months, we have
also witnessed the rise of hate crimes against Asian
minorities, along with the worsening of existing
inequalities. Whether the pandemic will result in
a more cohesive society or a more divided one in
all our different regions is not yet clear. Whichever
it is, policymakers must take intangible assets
seriously when designing policies to address regional
inequalities. Investing in human and social capital
will be fundamental to closing the UK's regional
gaps.

The Covid-19 pandemic has made the challenge of
levelling up more complex than ever. During the first
wave of the pandemic in 2020, we saw numerous
acts of compassion and solidarity worldwide. In
the UK, households showed their appreciation for
front-line NHS staff by sharing a weekly applause on
their doorsteps. People sang for their neighbours on
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Higher education can help with levelling up, including in terms of subjective
wellbeing, but only if policy is attentive to providing local tools for distributing its
social and economic impacts.

The Many Dimensions of Wellbeing project at
the Bennett Institute for Public Policy seeks to
understand variation in wellbeing beyond what can
be learned from average trends by zooming in on
different groups in society. One stream of research
focuses specifically on how education and subjective
wellbeing (SWB) relate to each other. Education is
associated with a number of positive outcomes:
better job prospects, opportunities for geographic
and social mobility, and a greater pool of resources
that can act as a buffer for SWB against unfortunate
events and circumstances (such as the many brought
about by the pandemic). It can also reduce inequality
and is thus relevant for the UK government’s
levelling up agenda. Research by the What Works
Centre for Wellbeing found substantial inequalities
in SWB across and within local authorities in Britain.
On average, higher education is also associated with
higher SWB, although there is heterogeneity and
some places report a reversed pattern.
When analysing the effect of additional education
on social and economic outcomes, it is common
to focus on the difference between those with
and without an undergraduate degree. This is due
primarily to the fact that education is structured
in cycles (e.g. a three-year degree) and the ability
to economically utilise education is closely tied to
completing cycles and thereby achieving on-paper

qualifications. Moreover, degree-level education
is associated with large jumps in outcomes, for
instance in the wage premium. However research
exists that takes a broader definition of education
(for instance total years of full-time education) and
the positive association between education and
SWB remains. Nonetheless, these results might hide
important nuances in the effect of education across
the SWB distribution. For example, an individual
who is going through a tough time might benefit (or
not) from having a degree differently from someone
who is facing less challenging circumstances. In
fact, if education buffers SWB, we might expect
that the more challenged individuals are, the more
they benefit from the buffer. This would imply that
differences in educational attainment have divergent
effects on SWB depending on whether an individual
has high or low SWB.
We can explore these themes using the Community
Life Survey for England between 2012 and 2017
by looking separately at groups of individuals that
report low and high life satisfaction, a popular albeit
incomplete measure of SWB. Figure Three focuses on
individuals who report a life satisfaction of below 5
on a 0 to 10 scale. It visually shows how the share of
individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher relates
to mean life satisfaction. It groups these averages
by type of geographical area – deprived, rural, urban
and suburban and central urban areas where large
numbers of students and young professionals live.
One takeaway is that areas with more degree holders
also have higher levels of life satisfaction. Another
is that the type of area matters. Those areas defined
as “deprived”, which are mostly located within urban
and suburban areas and which record, among other
things, higher than average rates of unemployment,
have both the lowest levels of educational
attainment and the lowest levels of reported life
satisfaction. This is compared to better off areas
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Figure Three: Education and Life Satisfaction for Low Levels of Reported Wellbeing
Author’s calculations based on waves 1-5 of the Community Life Survey1

across the board: be it rural, urban, suburban or the
central urban areas where large numbers of students
and young professionals live (which are the places
recording the highest levels for both variables).
The positive relationship between life satisfaction
and having a degree among those with low levels
of life satisfaction holds even once we account for
factors that could drive either life satisfaction alone
or both life satisfaction and educational attainment.
These include age, marital status, the frequency of
meeting friends and family (as a measure of social
capital), general health, and the year of survey. The
association between life satisfaction and education is
much weaker for people with higher life satisfaction
and even negative at the highest levels of it.

What might explain this result? One possibility is
that those who report low levels of life satisfaction
face severe difficulties against which education may
act as a buffer. In contrast, among those with high
levels of life satisfaction, education may play less of
a role. Having a degree does not help those already
in a good personal position but can help those in a
dissatisfying situation. Unsatisfied degree-holders
tend to reside in more “liveable” areas that offer
better services and have more financial resources
compared to similarly unsatisfied individuals without
degrees. Education would buffer SWB here by
changing life trajectories. Of course, access to higher
education depends on socioeconomic status, so these
life trajectories are somewhat predetermined.

1. Cabinet Office and Department for Culture, Media and Sport (2019). Community Life Survey, 2012-2017 [data collection]. UK Data Service.
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The policy question is whether levelling up access to
education can help level up SWB. While the patterns
above seem to indicate that higher education could
benefit those worst off in SWB terms, the aggregate
implications are less obvious. If the locations offering
conditions conducive to high SWB remain limited,
improving access to education might increase
pressure on those areas without precipitating
improvements in more deprived areas. This would
increase geographical polarisation and “brain-drain”
places that are worse off. Think of the recent news
that Brampton Manor Academy, a state school in
Newham, a London borough that fares worse than
the city average in many respects, has secured more
offers at Oxbridge universities than Eton. While likely
to be transformative for the life trajectories of the
offer holders, this outcome is unlikely to help level up
the rest of Newham, especially in the short-term.

infrastructures. This requires a place-based, rather
than space-neutral, approach. There are policy
proposals that combine higher education and local
development by leveraging universities as civic
and economic catalysts for the levelling up of their
local area. An example is the soon-to-open Anglia
Ruskin University Peterborough. It will offer degrees
designed together with local businesses with the
intention of being accessible to older generations
and the wider community of Peterborough. Higher
education can help with levelling up, including
in terms of SWB, but only if policy is attentive to
providing local tools for distributing its social and
economic impacts.

A successful levelling up strategy should complement
increased access to education for individuals with
more geographically distributed access to services
and opportunities for local communities, such as
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