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Figure 1 shows economic prosperity (GVA per resident) and the two factors driving it, 
namely labour productivity (GVA per job done) and job density (jobs done per 100,000 
residents), for 2014-2016 for Birmingham, the Black Country, Greater Manchester and 
Coventry-Solihull. Three things stand out.
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1.  Birmingham and Greater Manchester are at the same level on all three measures. 

2.  The Black Country has lower productivity than Birmingham (by 9%), lower jobs density 
(by 17%) and lower economic prosperity (by 24%). 

3.  The Black Country is behind Coventry-Solihull on these three measures by 18%, 20%  
and 35% respectively.

Greater prosperity requires both higher labour productivity and more jobs. This is true for 
both Birmingham and the Black Country. 

The overall employment rate in Birmingham (64% in 2017/18) is lower than Greater 
Manchester (73% – just below the England average) and is in the bottom tenth of all local 
authority areas. The Black Country’s employment rate (68%) still leaves all four of its local 
authority areas in the bottom fifth nationally.

A fairer spread of employment is needed too. For example, there are big differences in the 
employment rates for different ethnic groups in Birmingham and the Black Country: above 
average for the White group (69% in 2017/18), below average for the Black/Black British 
group (60%) and far below for the Asian/Asian British group (53%). The employment rate 
for disabled people (37%) is well below the rate for disabled people across England as a  
whole (50%). 

Source: Subregional Productivity: Labour Productivity indices Regional gross value added (balanced) by local 
authority in the UK, ONS and Jobs density, ONS via Nomis. 
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Labour productivity depends on many factors, including capital investment and the skills 
of the workforce. “Skills” are usually measured by qualifi cation levels.

Figure 2 shows the proportion of working-age residents aged 25 and over whose highest 
level of qualifi cation is equivalent to an NVQ level 2 or below. NVQ2 and equivalent include 
fi ve GCSEs, a BTEC 1st Certifi cate or an intermediate apprenticeship. The assumption 
here is that the desirable minimum level of qualifi cation for people over 25 is NVQ3 (for 
example, two A-levels, or an advanced apprenticeship).

Figure 2 shows two things. The fi rst is the low level of qualifi cations of the current 
workforce. In the Black Country, 58% of those aged over 25 are qualifi ed to no more than 
level 2. This is worse than Birmingham (50%) and much worse than Greater Manchester 
(43%), itself just above the England average (40%). Forty-two per cent of the Black Country 
workforce lack level 2, again worse than Birmingham (37%) and much worse than Greater 
Manchester (29%).

Second, while younger workers (25 to 29) are better qualifi ed than the workforce as a 
whole, the diff erence for the Black Country is small with 51% of 25 to 29 year-olds having 
no more than level 2. As older, less qualifi ed workers are replaced by younger ones the 
average qualifi cation level will rise – but only very slowly. This is especially important for 
productivity in the Black Country economy where 82% of jobs are done by local residents.

Birmingham (38%) is better placed but with only 63% of all jobs in the city (and 55% of 
managerial and professional jobs) done by Birmingham residents; a higher skilled resident 
population is needed here to ensure that some of the benefi ts of higher productivity are 
felt locally.

Figure 2
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Source: Annual Population Survey, ONS via Nomis
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There are many households, including working ones, where some working-age adults are 
not doing paid work. Figure 3 looks at this through the lens of “household work status”. 
It shows the proportion of households that are “working” (all adults in employment), 
“mixed” (at least one in work and one not), and “workless” (none in work). 

Less than half of households in Birmingham and the Black Country (both 46%) are fully 
working, compared with 56% in Greater Manchester. Although Birmingham is up on 
its 2012 low point (40%), it is still below where it was in 2005. Most of the diff erence is 
due to both Birmingham (37%) and the Black Country (33%) having more “mixed” work 
status households than Greater Manchester (27%). Other data show that “mixed” work 
households are especially at risk of in-work poverty.

Source: Annual Population Survey via NOMIS.

Of the 300,000 non-working adults in “mixed” households, students (35%) are the largest 
group, followed by people looking after family or home (25%) and people who are 
unemployed (16%). Combined with those in workless households who are unemployed, 
75,000 people in Birmingham and the Black Country are actively seeking paid work. 
Large though this is, the unemployed are outnumbered by the 90,000 who are sick, injured 
or disabled and the 110,000 who are looking after family or home. Paid work is simply not 
the answer for every mixed or workless household whose income is too low.

Figure 3
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A household is in fuel poverty if its required fuel costs are above the national average and 
if meeting them would take its income below the poverty line. This makes fuel poverty an 
indicator of poor housing quality and low income.

The proportion in fuel poverty is highest in Sandwell and Birmingham (17% of households) 
and lowest in Dudley (13%) which is still above the England average.  Figure 4 shows fuel 
poverty in the 1,351 “local areas” across Birmingham 
and the Black Country. Both local authority and 
constituency boundaries 
are shown too. 

Source: Fuel Poverty Statistics, BEIS and English Indices of Multiple Deprivation, MHCLG.

Areas in red on fi gure 4 have more than 25% of households in fuel poverty while areas in 
orange and green have more than 15%. Many of the worst-hit areas are in Birmingham 
– the constituencies of Hodge Hill, Perry Barr and Hall Green – stand out. Other 
constituencies aff ected include Warley, Walsall South and Wolverhampton North East.

The greater concentration of fuel poverty in Birmingham points to the city’s housing 
problem. The Birmingham constituencies with high rates of fuel poverty also tend to have 
high levels of overcrowding. The average private sector rent in Birmingham went up 35% 
(11% in the Black Country). The proportion of households in temporary accommodation in 
Birmingham doubled in just three years, to a level well above the England average. 

Figure 4 also shows a general measure of local deprivation with the red, orange and 
yellow local areas showing the nearly half (48%) of all local areas in the most deprived fi fth 
nationally. This is much higher than Greater Manchester (35%). Among large metropolitan 
areas, only the Liverpool City region (45%) comes close. Out of a total of 128 wards, 49 face 
serious deprivation: 19 in Birmingham, 11 in Sandwell, 8 in Wolverhampton, 7 in Walsall 
and 4 in Dudley.

Figure 4
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Although this is not a policy report, the 
hope is that evidence here will stimulate 
and feed into existing conversations around 
how local and national policy priorities 
can stimulate inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth in Birmingham and the 
Black Country. Priority should be given to 
ensuring that the benefi ts of Birmingham’s 
improving economy are felt by all its 
citizens, especially those living in its many 
deprived neighbourhoods.  Greater effort 
should be made to identify and address the 
inequalities of outcomes in employment and 
housing which affl ict those who are young, 
belong to an ethnic minority group and/or 
are disabled. 

As an area with high deprivation, 
Birmingham and the Black Country is 
particularly exposed to the roll out of 
Universal Credit and signifi cant planning 
and preparation is required to mitigate the 
impact on those migrating from a legacy 
benefi t on to Universal Credit.  

Birmingham’s housing crisis – combining 
unaffordability, overcrowding, low housing 
quality and homelessness – should also be 
a priority for action across a wider area than 
just the city itself. Greater exploration and 
planning around the consequences should 
be undertaken, in 10 or even 20 years’ time, 
if the current low rates of qualifi cations 
among young adults, especially in the Black 
Country, continue. 

All fi ve local authorities need the 
Government’s 2019 Comprehensive Spending 
Review to come up with outcomes that will 
provide resources in accordance with local 
need. To measure poverty and deprivation 
using national standards is indispensable 
for making the case for economic justice 
when the support is coming from central 
government and taxpayers nationwide. It 
is overwhelmingly in Britain’s interest that 
Birmingham and the Black Country should 
thrive once more.

Convened by:

About Barrow
Cadbury Trust

This research project was 
supported by the Barrow 
Cadbury Trust.  The 
Barrow Cadbury Trust is 
an independent, charitable 
foundation with a mission 
to use all of its assets, 
especially money, to work 
with others to bring about 
structural change for a more 
just and equal society.

www.npi.org.uk
Can Mezzanine
49-51 East Street
London N1 6AH
+44 (0)20 7250 8354

info@npi.org.uk

www.barrowcadbury.org.uk 
Kean House
6 Kean Street
London 
WC2B 4AS
+44 (0)20 7632 9060
Charity number: 1115476

Looking ahead

About New Policy 
Institute

The New Policy Institute is 
a progressive think tank 
that produces research on 
poverty and disadvantage. 
It works broadly, studying 
the labour market, the social 
security system, housing, local 
government and economic 
policy. NPI is an independent 
organisation that relies on 
project funding. 


