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Executive Summary

The Government hopes the introduction of incentive-based contracts will make the 
Work Programme more successful than past employment support programmes and 
help move 500,000 people off benefits and into work each year.  This paper is the  
first of two which examine the issues around linking people to jobs. It investigates 
the changing barriers to employment across UK cities and the implications for the 
new employment support programme.  The next paper, due to be published in the 
Autumn, will take a more detailed look at transport policies and their potential role in 
overcoming barriers to work.

The geography of jobs is changing.  While higher skilled jobs are increasingly 
concentrating in cities, along the main transport corridors and in city centres, 
lower skilled jobs are dispersing out of city centres.  The nature of jobs is also 
changing.  The shift towards a knowledge-intensive service based economy has 
increased employer demand for qualifications and skills, reducing both the number 
and share of lower skilled, entry-level jobs.  Both of these trends make spatial 
mobility, qualifications and skills increasingly important at the lower end of the labour 
market.

Lower skilled workers’ spatial mobility is more constrained than higher 
skilled workers’.  Spatial mobility is influenced by a number of factors.  These 
may be related to individual characteristics, such as work experience or caring 
responsibilities, and to socio-economic factors, such as the type and number of jobs 
available and employer recruitment areas.  Tackling any of these barriers in isolation 
is likely to be insufficient.

These findings have a number of implications for the Work Programme and wider 
Government policy: 

• The Department for  Work and Pensions needs to look beyond its core remit 
and work with other national government departments to better coordinate 
transport, jobs, planning and housing policies. 

• Work Programme providers need to continue to focus on improving the skills 
and qualifications of the unemployed and help people access employment 
opportunities outside their immediate area. 

• The success of welfare to work initiatives will depend on the effectiveness of 
local policy makers in supporting employment growth through the wider drivers 
of economic growth, such as planning and transport. To do this effectively they 
need the freedom and flexibility to combine and customise various funding 
streams at the level of the real economy.  
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1. Introduction 

The geography and nature of jobs in our cities is changing and this will 
create challenges for the recently launched Work Programme. 

The Work Programme is a £5 billion programme at the centre of the Government’s 
wholesale reform of the welfare system that extends to the introduction of the 
Universal Credit and reform of Jobcentre Plus.  The Government hopes the 
introduction of incentive-based contracts will make the Work Programme more 
successful than past employment support programmes and help move 500,000 
people off benefits and into work each year.

But in helping people back into work, providers need to be aware of two 
key trends. Firstly, the geography of jobs is changing.  While higher skilled 
jobs are increasingly concentrating in cities along the main transport corridors and in 
city centres, lower skilled jobs are dispersing out of city centres.  

Secondly, the nature of jobs is changing.  The shift towards a knowledge-based 
economy has increased employer demand for qualifications and skills, reducing both 
the number and share of lower skilled, entry level jobs.  Both of these trends make 
spatial mobility, qualifications and skills more and more important.

Policy makers also need to contend with multiple local labour markets – 
and the fact that some of these have lower levels of labour demand than 
others.  Analysis indicates that over 70 percent of lower skilled residents live in 
local authority districts1 with fewer jobs than residents already in or looking for work.  
Understanding the implications of these trends will be critical in order to effectively 
tackle unemployment. 

This paper investigates the changing barriers to employment across UK cities 
focusing in particular on the lower skilled.  First, we review changes in the geography 
and nature of jobs.  To get a better understanding of the areas concerned, we then 
map the supply of and demand for jobs at different skills levels across the country. 
This is followed by an examination of the extent to which policy may be able to 
increase individuals’ travel horizons to enable them to expand the pool of jobs they 
may be able to access. 

This analysis recognises that barriers to employment include a wide range of 
interacting factors including skills, physical and mental health, family responsibilities 
and employment history.  We conclude by drawing together policy implications based 
on our analysis and the outcomes of past welfare-to-work initiatives.

1. Note: We use local authorities as the unit of analysis, as commuting horizons of the lower skilled are often very local. 
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2. The changing geography and nature of jobs

The geography and nature of jobs is changing making spatial mobility, skills and 
qualifications more important. 

The geography of jobs is changing 

Higher skilled jobs, including managerial and professional positions, are increasingly 
concentrating along major city transport links and in city centres.  Meanwhile, lower 
skilled jobs are becoming more dispersed.  This has implications for how lower skilled 
workers access employment.

At the higher end of the labour market advanced producer services, 
such as accountancy, advertising, finance and law, are increasingly 
concentrating in high cost, city centre locations.2  These industries tend 
to be more competitive in highly urbanised environments, deriving so called 
agglomeration3 advantages from dense city locations. 

At the same time lower skilled jobs (Levels 1 and 2)4 have been slowly 
dispersing out of city centres (see Figure 1).  These jobs include process, plant 
and machine operatives, sales and customer service occupations, personal service 
occupations and administrative and secretarial occupations.  This is driven in part 
by the decline of lower skilled industries in city centres and their dispersal 
into cities’ suburbs and their immediate hinterlands.  Over several decades 
many city centres5 across the country experienced a fall in their share of regional lower 
skilled employment6 (this is highlighted in yellow or red in Figure 1). 

The majority of cities across the UK saw a decrease in their regional share of 
lower skilled employment, as demand for higher skilled labour increased and 
lower skilled jobs moved further into cities’ hinterlands: Gateshead in Newcastle 
and Stockport and Trafford in Manchester.  Several cities, including Wakefield, 
Portsmouth, Sunderland and Doncaster saw an increased regional share of lower 
skilled employment.  At the same time some cities experiencing long term economic 
decline, such as Middlesbrough, Stoke and Hull also saw their share of regional lower 
skilled employment decrease. 

This spatial shift has been driven in part by firms in industries such as manufacturing, 
telecommunications, transport and other lower skilled service industries locating 
outside of major cities.  Their dispersal out towards cities’ hinterlands may be 
influenced by several factors, including: rising costs of city centre locations as they 
become increasingly valuable to knowledge-intensive firms, complimented by the
lower cost of land in out-of-town locations; the advantages some firms derive by 

2. Own analysis, also see for example: www.lborough.ac.uk
3. Agglomerations are concentrations of people and businesses.  When people and businesses locate together in a 
place it creates economic benefits – such as larger and more diverse labour markets – that increase with city size 
and create virtuous circles of growth for certain areas.
4. See Box 3 for  definitions of skills levels by occupation.
5. Our analysis looks at local authorities instead of travel-to-work areas (TTWAs), which are usually used in labour 
market analysis.  This is because we focus on commuting patterns of lower skilled, lower wage workers which are 
often very local as demonstrated in Section 4.  “City centre” here refers to the core local authority within a Primary 
Urban Area.  For example, within Manchester PUA the core local authority is Manchester.  
6. Share of regional employment is derived by dividing total lower skilled employment in a local authority district by 
total regional lower skilled employment
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locating near major roads; and the demand for services from higher skilled, higher 
waged individuals who live in more affluent neighbourhoods on the outskirts of cities.

The trend was supported in many cities by the development of car-based out-of-
town retail, business and industrial parks.  The outward trend of lower skilled jobs is 
not unique to the UK; a recent report by the Brookings Institution identified a similar 
outward trend of lower skilled industry jobs for the US.7  Despite these long term 
trends of dispersal there is still significant demand for lower skilled employment in 
many cities across the UK, as demonstrated in Section 4.  

Figure 1: Percentage point change in the regional share of employment in 
lower skilled occupations (Skill Level 1 and 2), 1991-20018

Local authorities    English cities

Source: Census 1991 and Census 2001, ONS. Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database 
right 2011

At the same time as lower skilled jobs are dispersing, worklessness 
continues to be highly concentrated (see Figure 2).  In cities, worklessness is 
often concentrated in inner-city locations partly driven by the housing offer – leading
to a spatial mismatch between where workless city residents live and where the 
lower skilled, entry level jobs are located.9

7. Across metro areas in the US 43 percent of metropolitan higher skill industry jobs are now in cities and 69 
percent of lower skill industry jobs are in suburbs. Brookings Institution (2011) Missed Opportunity. Transit and Jobs in 
Metropolitan America, Washington: Brookings Institution
8. Census data provides the most up-to-date data on occupations by workplace. Change in share of regional employment 
is used due to the varying sample sizes between the 1991 and 2001 Census workplace statistics. For further information 
on the analysis please refer to Annex A.
9. See, for example,  Immergluck D (1998) ‘Job proximity and the urban employment problem: Do Suitable Nearby Jobs 
Improve Neighbourhood Employment Rates?’ Urban Studies 1: 7-23
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Lower skilled workers are less able to respond to changes in the location 
of jobs.  Lower skilled workers have lower levels of access to private transport10 
– often crucial for accessing jobs in out-of-town locations.  The areas that have 
seen an increase in their share of regional lower skilled employment tend to be 
less accessible by public transport – often lower skilled people’s main mode of 
transport.11  Lower skilled workers also tend to have less residential choice due 
to affordability issues.  This means they are unlikely to be able to move into cities’ 
more expensive suburbs and hinterlands in order to access jobs in these areas.  For 
example in the Bristol city-region while North Somerset increased its regional share 
of lower skilled jobs, housing in the area is relatively expensive: lower quartile house 
prices stood at £150,000, compared to £136,750 in Bristol.12

Figure 2: Concentrations of worklessness, November 2010

 

Source: Nomis, 2011, DWP Benefits, November 2010 data; Mid Year Population Statistics Office for National 
Statistics under the open Government Licence v.1.0; © Crown copyright National Records of Scotland, working 
age population aged 16 to 59/64, Mid 2009 data. Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and 
database right 2011 and Scottish Neighbourhood Statistics boundary lines.

 
10. DfT 2011, National Travel Survey, 2009 data
11. PTEG (2010) Transport and Social Inclusion. Have we made the connections in our cities? Leeds: PTEG
12. CLG 2011, Lower quartile house prices, 2010 data. Lower quartile house prices can be used as a proxy for housing 
costs or rents at the lower end of the labour market.
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The nature of jobs is also changing 

Globalisation is altering the composition of jobs available in the UK.  Whereas higher 
skilled jobs have increased in number in recent years, there has been a sharp decline 
in the number of lower skilled jobs available.  This makes skills provision key for the 
success of welfare to work policies.

Over the past five years both the proportion of the working age population holding, 
and the number of jobs requiring at least the equivalent of GCSE grades at A*-C 
(NVQ2) has increased.  The number of jobs requiring A-level and degree level 
qualifications and above increased faster than the number of people in the labour 
force holding these qualifications.  At the same time the number of jobs employing 
people with low or no qualifications decreased at a much faster rate than the number 
of people in the workforce with matching skills and qualifications.  Overall, at the 
national level both the absolute number of lower skilled jobs and their share of total 
jobs is declining. 

Figure 3: Change in the number of jobs and resident population by 
qualification, Great Britain, 2004-2009 

Source: NOMIS 2011, Annual Population Survey, residents analysis, 2004 to 2009 data

For those with low or no qualifications this means access to job 
opportunities has become more difficult.  Employer demand for qualifications 
has increased, making it harder for those without qualifications to obtain work.  This 
is compounded by competition for lower skilled jobs from higher skilled individuals. 
Higher skilled individuals can easily take up less skilled jobs, potentially further 
reducing opportunities for those with low or no qualifications in the labour market.13 
In parallel to this, the continual transition towards a more service-based economy has 
changed the types of lower skilled jobs on offer.  On the whole, the number of lower 
skilled jobs has decreased in manufacturing and increased in the service industries.14 

These national trends have led to an increasing “skills mismatch” – a mismatch 
between the types of skills employers seek and the types of qualifications individuals hold.
  
13. Gordon I (1999) ‘Move on up the car’ Local Economy 14(1): 87-95
14. Analysis of Labour Force Survey data, 2011
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At a local level, skills mismatches vary across the country.  The extent to 
which mismatch exists at the local level depends on how far the local economy has 
made the transition to a knowledge-based, service economy and on how quickly the 
local population has adapted to these wider economic changes.  In some areas the 
skills mismatch is more acute.15   

Box 1: Sheffield’s JOBMatch programme & the New Deal for Young People

In 2000, a period of infrastructure investment began in Sheffield whilst at the 
same time the national construction workforce was shrinking.  In response, 
Sheffield’s JOBMatch programme focused on ensuring this investment 
created jobs for local people, particularly the hard-to-reach.  The programme was 
demand-led focusing on the needs of employers and prospective employees. 
This approach was one of the key factors contributing to its success and the 
programme has since been rolled out in three other nearby local authorities.16  

Evaluations of the New Deal for Young People (NDYP) found that whilst 
there was significant variation in outcomes at the local level, overall it enhanced 
the probability of re-employment by six to seven percent17 and 200,000 young 
people gained employment earlier through the NDYP than they otherwise would 
have done.18  It was claimed the focus on skills and training relevant to the local 
economy was one of the factors differentiating it from previous initiatives. 

Past employment support initiatives have sought to overcome the mismatches 
between the skills of those seeking employment and the skills required by employers.  
They have tended to be more successful when they have responded to the needs of 
employers19 and given providers sufficient autonomy to respond to local and individual 
circumstances.20  The approaches taken by two initiatives is set out in Box 1.  Section 3 
examines what these trends mean for people living in different cities across the UK and 
what the implications for Work Programme providers are.

Box 2: Summary

• The geography and nature of jobs is changing.

• Higher skilled jobs are concentrating in city centres, while lower skilled jobs 
are dispersing out of city centres into city hinterlands.

• Demand for higher level skills and qualifications is increasing, making it more 
difficult for those with low level or no qualifications to find work.

• As a result, spatial mobility, qualifications and skills are becoming increasingly 
important at the lower end of the labour market.

15. Nomis, 2011, analysis of Annual Population Survey, residents and workplace based analysis, 2009 data.  For example, at 
the higher end of the labour market, the skils mismatch is lowest in Cambridge and highest in Liverpool.
16. Winkler A (2008) Case Study 1: Sheffield’s Construction JOBMatch Programme London: Centre for Analysis and Social 
Inclusion
17. De Giorgi G (2005) Long Term Effects of a Mandatory Multistage Program: The New Deal for Young People in the UK, 
London: IFS
18. Riley R & Young G (2000) New Deal for Young People: Implications for employment and the Public Finances, London: 
National Institute of Economic and Social Research
19. National Audit Office (2007) Sustainable employment: supporting people to stay in work and advance, London: NAO
20. Green A (2008) The contribution of local action to reducing worklessness, Warwick: Institute for Employment Research, 
University of Warwick
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3. The pattern of the supply and demand for jobs

Lower skilled jobs are declining both in absolute and relative terms.  Competition for 
these jobs is increasing and they are moving further away from where many lower 
skilled people live.  In addition, supply and demand for jobs varies between local 
labour markets – making it critical for Work Programme providers to have a detailed 
understanding of the unique labour market conditions within their coverage area. 

This section looks at the patterns of demand in local labour markets at different 
skills levels.  At each skill level we map the balance between labour demand21 and 
labour supply.22  Our analysis looks at local authorities instead of travel-to-work areas 
(TTWAs), which are usually used in labour market analysis.  This is because we focus 
on commuting patterns of lower skilled, lower wage workers which are often very 
local as demonstrated in Section 4. 

Not every area within the country is affected equally by national trends

During the recession Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) claimants more than doubled 
peaking at 1.6 million in February 2010.  The impact of the recession played out 
very differently across cities and towns in the UK, with job losses concentrated in 
particular areas.23 

Box 3: Skill level definitions

• Level 1 occupations are: elementary trades, plant and storage related 
occupations; and elementary administration and service occupations. 

• Level 2 occupations are: administrative occupations; secretarial and 
related occupations; caring personal service occupations; leisure and 
other personal service occupations; sales occupations; customer service 
occupations; process, plant and machine operatives; transport and mobile 
machine drivers and operatives. 

• Level 3 occupations are: managers and proprietors in agriculture and 
services; science and technology associate professionals; health and social 
welfare associate professionals; protective service occupations; culture, media 
and sports occupations; business and public service associate professionals; 
skilled agricultural trades; skilled metal and electronic trades; skilled 
construction and building trades; textiles, printing and other skilled trades.

• Level 4 occupations are: corporate managers; science and technology 
professionals; health professionals; teaching and research professionals; and 
business and public service professionals.

21. Labour demand is measured by the sum of the number of workplace jobs (sourced from the workplace based Annual 
Population Survey) and the number of live unfilled vacancies (sourced from Jobcentre Plus) in a local authority.  For more 
information on the limitations of vacancy data and the rationale behind using it and the impact on the analysis please refer 
to Annex B.
22. Labour supply is measured by the sum of the number of residents in employment (sourced from the residence based 
Annual Population Survey) or looking for work.  The latter is measured through the claimant count, i.e. those claiming job-
seekers allowance. This means our analysis excludes those inactive and those with greater barriers to entry to the labour 
market.  For more information on why we used claimant count figures please refer to Annex B.
23. Centre for Cities (2011) Cities Outlook 2011, London: Centre for Cities
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Figures 4 and 5 show job balances comparing the demand and supply of labour for 
the lowest skilled (Level 1) and the highest skilled (Level 4) occupations across the 
country.  The analysis focuses on jobs which require little or no formal training within 
sectors such as cleaning, administration, personal services and storage, which are the 
types of employment many job seekers might look for.24  It uses higher skill occupations 
like managers and professionals for comparison.  Areas shaded green in the maps 
indicate a local authority area which has more jobs than residents – a “positive job 
balance”; areas shaded yellow or red indicate fewer jobs than residents – a “negative 
job balance”. The maps show that at both skill levels there are places that have 
“positive job balances” and places that have “negative job balances”. 

The percentage of local authorities with a negative balance is the same at the 
higher and lower end of the labour market (70 percent).  However, a slightly higher 
percentage of the population live in areas that have a negative job balance at the 
lower end of the labour market (73.5 percent compared to 64.4 percent).  

Negative job balances are not necessarily a sign of a weak economy

Job balances are a result of the locational decisions of workers and firms and can 
therefore be caused by a variety of factors; for example, because some places are 
residential areas while others are centres of employment25.  In addition, we would 
not expect full employment in any locality.  Negative job balances are therefore not 
necessarily a sign of a weak underlying economy. 

Areas with negative job balances can fall into three main categories: 

• Residential areas: areas that do not contain major centres of employment, 
such as rural or predominately residential areas like North Somerset, in the 
Bristol city-region, or Broxtowe in the Nottingham city-region.

• “Mismatch” areas: areas that have a mismatch between the skill sets of 
residents and the types of jobs on offer.  Bradford in the Leeds city-region, for 
example, is a city that offers highly skilled jobs but has a relatively lower skilled 
population.  This has led to a negative job balance for Level 1, 2 and 3 jobs – and 
a surplus for Level 4 jobs.  Plymouth in the South West also has a mismatch, 
resulting in a negative balance at Level 1 and a surplus at Levels 2, 3 and 4.

• Declining areas: areas that face long-term decline in jobs available, leading 
to negative job balances across the skills spectrum.  Examples here include 
Hastings, Chatham or Stoke-on-Trent.

It is important to note the even cities with a negative job balance in most cases still have 
a large number of jobs.  Birmingham (local authority area), for example, had a lower skilled 
(Level 1) job deficit of 10,800, but still offered 55,300 lower skilled jobs overall.  Given 
that in areas with low labour demand most vacancies arise from existing employment 
turnover rather than employment growth,26 Work Programme providers need to consider 
both a city’s total number of jobs and its job balance.  

24. 77 percent of JSA claimants in May 2011 sought Level 1 and 2 occupations. Source: NOMIS, 2011, Claimant Count, May 2011 data
25. The difference between places’ different roles in the functional economy perhaps becomes most apparent at the higher 
end of the skills spectrum (Level 4).  At this end of the labour market a clear differentiation between place of work and 
place of residence exists (e.g. Harrogate / Leeds; Elmbridge / City of London). 
26. Campbell M (2000) ‘Reconnecting the long term unemployed to labour market opportunity: the Case for a ‘Local Active 
Labour market Policy’.’ Regional Studies 34(7): 655-668  
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Figure 4: Job balance for the lowest skilled occupations

October 2004 to September 2007                        October 2007 to September 2010

Source: Nomis 2011, Annual Population Survey, residents and workplace analysis, October 2004 - September 2007 
and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, DWP vacancy statistics, live unfilled vacancies, October 
2004 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, Claimant Count, usual occupation, 
January 2005 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data.  Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown 
copyright and database right 2011.  Note: Methodology builds on Green A & Owen D (2006) The geography of poor skills 
and access to work, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation

The recession has reinforced existing patterns

The maps illustrate the impact of the recession on the balance between labour demand 
and supply, comparing average job balances for the periods October 2004 - September 
2007 and October 2007 - September 2010.  They show that areas with fewer jobs than 
residents ahead of the recession tended to experience a worsening of this situation 
over time (e.g. Leeds, Birmingham and Luton in Figure 4).  Other areas now have fewer 
jobs than residents due to the recession (e.g. Liverpool moved from a job balance 
of 1,500 to a job balance of -1,900 and Sheffield moved from a job balance of 300 
to a job balance of -1,400 in Figure 4). On the whole, the recession has tended to 
exacerbate existing patterns across the country. 

There isn’t a simple North / South divide

Lower skilled (Level 1) jobs are less spatially concentrated than higher skilled (Level 
4) jobs.  However, in both cases positive job balances are distributed rather evenly 
across the country, with no notable differences between cities in the North and 
South of the country (see Figure 4 and 5). 
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At the lower end of the labour market (Level 1) the largest negative job balances 
(dark red areas in Figure 4) are in bigger cities like London (eight out of the 10 local 
authorities with the highest negative job balance are within London), Birmingham 
and Bradford.  Smaller cities and towns, like Cambridge, Oxford, Norwich, Exeter 
and Worcester tend to fare better generally.  This may partly be explained by 
the characteristics of people living in these areas.  East London’s negative job 
balance, for example, reflects the concentration of people who are most at risk of 
unemployment in part due to the affordable housing the area offers.27  The economic 
opportunities offered by larger cities also tend to attract a higher share of lower 
skilled workers than smaller cities, where economic opportunities tend to be more 
limited.28 

Figure 5: Job balance for the highest skilled occupations

October 2004 to September 2007                        October 2007 to September 2010

Source: Nomis 2011, Annual Population Survey, residents and workplace analysis, October 2004 - September 2007 
and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, DWP vacancy statistics, live unfilled vacancies, October 
2004 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, Claimant Count, usual occupation, 
January 2005 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data.  Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown 
copyright and database right 2011.  Note: Methodology builds on Green A & Owen D (2006) The geography of poor skills 
and access to work, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation

27. Gordon I, Travers T & Whitehead C (2009) London’s Place in the UK Economy, 2009-10, London: City of London
28. Glaeser E (2011) Triumph of the City: How our Greatest Invention Makes us Richer, Smarter, Greener, Healthier and 
Happier  London: Macmillian
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Job balances reflect longer term trends 

The job balances displayed in the maps reflect the longer term changes in the 
geography of jobs discussed in Section 2.  They illustrate the spatial concentration 
of higher skilled (Level 4) jobs.  Higher skilled jobs cluster in cities along the main 
economic corridors: areas of high demand for higher skilled workers are clearly 
visible along the M4, M62 and, to a lesser extent, M1 corridors in Figure 5 (Figure 
7 shows the M4 corridor in further detail).  Within cities, higher skilled jobs tend 
to concentrate in city centres.  In Birmingham higher skilled jobs concentrate in 
the Birmingham local authority, rather than in neighbouring Sandwell or Walsall.  In 
Manchester higher skilled jobs concentrate in Manchester and Salford local authority 
rather than Tameside or Oldham (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Manchester TTWA (Level 4), October 2007 to September 2010

  

Figure 7: M4 Corridor (Level 4), October 2007 to September 2010

Source for Figure 6 and 7: Nomis 2011, Annual Population Survey, residents and workplace analysis, October 2004 
- September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, DWP vacancy statistics, live unfilled 
vacancies, October 2004 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, Claimant Count, 
usual occupation, January 2005 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data.  Contains Ordnance 
Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 2011.  Note: Methodology builds on Green A & Owen D (2006) The 
geography of poor skills and access to work, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation
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The same city centres, however, often have negative lower skilled (Level 1) job 
balances.  This is a result of the fact that worklessness remains concentrated in 
the hearts of our major cities, the overall decrease in lower skilled employment 
opportunities and the changing geography of lower skilled employment.  For an 
example of how this plays out in Birmingham see Figure 8. 

What matters is the overall job balance in an individual’s job search area

Research indicates that the majority of individuals adjust to employment decline in 
their place of residence through increased commuting rather than migration.29  What 
matters to residents living in areas with a local negative job balance therefore is the 
job balance within their wider job search area. 
 
Section 4 examines travel-to-work patterns in further detail to get a better 
understanding of how far different individuals are affected by negative job balances.

Figure 8: Birmingham and Wolverhampton TTWA (Level 1)

Source: Nomis 2011, Annual Population Survey, residents and workplace analysis, October 2004 - September 2007 
and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, DWP vacancy statistics, live unfilled vacancies, October 
2004 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data; Nomis 2011, Claimant Count, usual occupation, 
January 2005 - September 2007 and October 2007 - September 2010 data.  Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown 
copyright and database right 2011.  Note: Methodology builds on Green A & Owen D (2006) The geography of poor skills 
and access to work, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation

Box 4: Summary

• Some areas have “negative job balances” and some areas have “positive job 
balances”.  Job balances are influenced by the location decisions of both 
individuals and firms.

• “Negative job balances” are not necessarily a sign of a weak underlying 
economy – some areas are declining and others are residential areas.  What 
matters is the “overall jobs balance” within an individual’s job search horizon.

29. Sunley P, Martin R & Nativel C (2006) Putting workfare in place: local labour markets and the New Deal, Oxford: Blackwell
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4. Travel horizons and commuting patterns 

Individuals have the greatest chance of getting a job when their potential jobs pool 
is biggest.  People’s ability and willingness to travel to work is a key element in 
increasing individual job pools.  It is becoming increasingly important at the lower 
skills end as lower skilled jobs disperse into cities’ hinterlands.

This section examines what influences commuting patterns, how they differ 
between different socio-economic groups and what policy levers exist to increase 
people’s commuting horizons.  This analysis is based on the commuting patterns 
of those already in work as no official data exists on the travel-to-work intentions 
of welfare clients.  Research, however, suggests that welfare clients’ mobility 
intentions do not differ substantially from those already in the labour market.30

Not a national labour market but a variety of local labour markets

There is no single national labour market.  Labour markets are influenced and 
determined by local firms’ recruitment areas, workers’ job search areas, travel-
to-work and migration.  In the North East, for example, a number of local labour 
markets co-exist, including Middlesbrough, Sunderland and Newcastle.  The extent 
to which local labour markets overlap varies both by individual and location.  For 
example, individuals employed in personal service occupations tend to travel an 
average of three kilometres, while professionals tend to travel an average of seven 
kilometres.31 

Spatial mobility is influenced by a number of factors

Individuals’ spatial mobility is influenced by a variety of different factors such as 
health, income and the provision and cost of transport.  Figure 9 summarises the 
different factors affecting individual job search horizons.  Each individual within a 
particular place is likely to be affected by a number of these factors, which may 
be real or perceived. Whether an individual chooses to commute depends on 
the balance between them.  For example, someone who is highly motivated to 
work may be more likely to overcome potential barriers to work, such as a lack of 
childcare and a lack of good transport links to centres of employment. 

To better understand the influence of these factors on commuting patterns we 
modelled32 commuting flows between local authorities and tested the impact of 
skills levels, unemployment, wages, distance (as a proxy for travel time, frequency 
and cost),33 industrial legacy, employment density, employment numbers 
and employment growth on commuting.34  The analysis highlights significant 
relationships between commuting and the following factors: 

30. Green A & Shuttleworth I (2011) ‘Spatial Mobility Intentions, the Labour Market and Incapacity Benefit Claimants: 
Evidence from Northern Ireland’ Urban Studies 48(5): 911-927 
31. Green A & Owen D (2006) The geography of poor skills and access to work, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation
32. The analysis was undertaken within STATA using OLS regressions.  This initial analysis uncovered a number of 
issues, such as spatial autocorrelation.  For further information on our methodology please refer to Annex C. 
33. In our initial analysis we use straight line distance between local authority centroids (analysis suggests in most 
cases these do not differ substantially from population weighted centroids).  For the next report within this series we 
are looking to include other factors influencing commuting, such as Department for Transport data on generalised 
transport costs (a measure of the financial and time cost of travel).
34. All of these were identified as potentially influencing commuting patterns in the literature. 
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• Distance: Distance has a negative effect on the percentage of residents 
commuting between two areas – it is used here as a proxy for travel time, cost 
and frequency (so called ‘generalised transport costs’).  These factors will 
ultimately be more important than distance to commuting.  However, existing 
analysis suggests that in the absence of data on generalised transport costs 
distance remains a good proxy indicator.35

• Jobs: The total number of jobs36 in the destination local authority has a 
positive effect on the percentage of residents commuting to that area.  
Similarly, individuals are less likely to commute if there is a relatively large 
number of jobs within their local area.

• Wages: The lower the wage in the origin local authority, the higher the 
percentage of residents commuting out. 

Figure 9: Factors that influence individual spatial mobility and access to work

Source: Own representation based on various literature. For a good overview, see: Sang S, O’Kelly M & Kwan MP (2011) 
“Examining Commuting Patterns: Results from a Journey-to-work Model Disaggregated by Gender and Occupation”, 
Urban Studies 48(5): 891-909; and Devins D & Hogarth T (2005) “Employing the Unemployed: Some Case Study 
Evidence on the Role and Practice of Employers”, Urban Studies 42(2): 245-256

These findings resonate with what we already know from the wider literature on 
commuting patterns.  For policy there are three main implications:

• Jobs growth in one area will also benefit neighbouring areas.  For example, if 
Manchester grows its employment base this is likely to also benefit Stockport 
or Oldham. 

• Journey time, cost and frequency (here proxied by the distance between 
places) matter a great deal to commuting linkages between places, suggesting 
a role for transport in increasing accessibility to employment opportunities 
nearby. 

• It is important to understand the financial returns to work before devising 
policies with the aim of enhancing individuals’ spatial mobility. 

35. SERC (2009) Strengthening Economic Linkages between Leeds and Manchester: Feasibility and implications, Newcastle: 
Northern Way
36. Data from the Annual Business Inquiry, employee analysis
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Spatial mobility of lower skilled workers is more limited 

Spatial mobility at the lower end of the labour market is more limited.  This is evident
from Figure 10 that maps the extent to which local areas are “self-contained” – or, 
in other words, the proportion of people that live and work in the same area.37  At 
the lower end of the labour market (Level 1) levels of self-containment are much 
higher compared to those for managers and professionals (Level 4).  For example, 
48 percent of higher skilled and 85 percent of lower skilled residents live and work 
in Warwick.  In short, lower skilled individuals simply tend to travel less, while those 
with higher skills levels tend to have much wider job search horizons.

Figure 10: Percentage of employed residents working and living within the 
same Local Authority area, 2001

Lower skill levels (Level 1)        Higher skill levels (Level 4)

Source: Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 2011 Own calculations using: 2001 
Census and Local Area Labour Force Survey

Individual job search horizons are influenced by the factors set out in Figure 9.  At a 
spatial level, differences in self-containment can often be explained by the underlying 
characteristics of different local authorities.  For example, self-containment tends to 
be lower in predominately residential areas and in smaller local authorities.  It tends 
to be higher in areas with a strong economy and numerous job opportunities.  Labour 
market self-containment is lowest in Lambeth where only 33 percent of lower skilled 
residents both live and work.  

37. For further information see Annex D. 
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The Scottish Highlands are amongst the local authority areas with the highest self-
containment.  Almost 98 percent of lower skilled residents both live and work in the 
Scottish Highlands. 

Financial returns to work for lower skilled workers are easily eroded

Financial returns to work at the lower end of the labour market are relatively limited38  
and can be quickly eroded by an increase in costs.  This is a particular problem as it 
often means that even if lower skilled jobs are accessible, i.e. well served by public 
transport, lower skilled workers cannot afford the cost of public transport.  

An attempt to help lower skilled unemployed individuals access job opportunities 
outside their immediate locality, e.g. by investing in a missing transport link, may 
therefore not prove successful on its own.  This is particularly the case if the 
differential between out-of-work benefits and lower skilled workers’ wages is minimal. 

This raises questions about how to improve the ability of people to move house in 
order to access a job, where jobs are uncommutable. 

Box 5: Summary

• There is not a single national labour market, but multiple local labour 
markets.

• Policy makers need to understand these labour markets and how they vary 
by individual and place.

• Spatial mobility is influenced by a number of factors, in particular distance 
between two places, their number of jobs and wages.

• Lower-skilled workers spatial mobility is more limited than higher skilled 
workers. This is due to a number of factors, including the fact that financial 
incentives to travel for lower skilled workers tend to be more limited.

38. Own analysis using Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, 2010 data
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5. Key findings and policy implications

This section draws together the main findings and sets out their implications for 
policy in general, and the Work Programme in particular.

Box 6: The Work Programme

Launched on 10 June 2011, the Work Programme (TWP) is an integrated 
employment support programme that aims to help those claiming Jobseeker’s 
or Employment Support Allowance (JSA and ESA) and, once introduced, the 
Universal Credit move into sustainable work. 

Support is provided across the UK in 18 different areas with at least two providers in 
each area.  Replacing much of the existing welfare to work support, TWP providers 
are free to innovate and design the support they provide to match the needs to 
their clients and the local labour market.39  This aims to help ensure people move 
into work sooner and stay there for longer.  Competition between providers within 
Contract Package Areas is also being encouraged to maximise job outcomes.

Payments are made to providers according to the outcomes they achieve and 
are differentiated to reflect the fact that some clients will need more support 
than others.  Payments by results are made as follows: 

• An attachment fee when a client joins the programme.

• A Job Outcome payment when a client has been in work for a continuous or 
cumulative period of time.

• A Sustainment Outcome payment when a customer remains in employment 
up to a maximum number of weeks. 

• Incentive payments will also be made for jobs delivered beyond a certain 
level of performance for those claiming JSA aged 18-24 and aged 25 and over 
and ESA claimants in the Work Related Activity and Support Groups.40

Geographic mobility and skills are becoming more important
Many of our city economies face issues of worklessness.  The changing geography 
and nature of jobs is altering the barriers to work.  As the UK moves towards a 
more knowledge-based economy and as lower skilled jobs move out of city centres, 
qualifications and skills as well as geographic mobility are becoming more and more 
important.  These changes have implications for policy relating to jobs, 
skills, transport, planning and housing. 

This means welfare to work policy needs to look beyond its core remit and 
work with partners from other policy areas.  In particular, the Department for 
Work and Pensions (DWP) needs to work closely with the Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills (BIS), the Department for Transport (DfT) and the Department

39. The performance of each provider will be monitored through a set of personalised Key Performance Indicators. 
This will ensure clients receive a certain level of service. There will also be a performance floor of minimum job 
outcome performance for the two main JSA customer groups and new ESA customers.   
40. Department for  Work and Pensions (2010) The Work Programme Invitation to Tender Specification and Supporting 
Information; and Department for Work and Pensions (2010) The Work Programme Prospectus – November 2010
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for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) and their delivery agencies to ensure 
both that lower skilled workers are job ready and that lower skilled jobs are accessible. 

Acknowledgement of the need to work effectively across policy areas to tackle 
individuals’ barriers to work was a key driver behind the City Strategy Pathfinders (see 
Box 7).  Below we set out what the changing geography and nature of jobs means for 
policy within these areas and for Work Programme providers in particular. 

Box 7: Coordination across policy areas

City Strategy Pathfinders were introduced in 2006 to work alongside and 
improve mainstream welfare to work provision.  The Pathfinders focused on 
getting better value out of existing services by improving coordination at the 
local level.  There were a number of positive outcomes from the initiative: 
jobs were linked to training through individual pathway models; extension and 
integration across policy domains; and an improvement in partnership working 
and alignment.  

That said there was less local freedom than originally intended, the plethora of 
new policy initiatives presented a challenge to partners and there was limited 
success in joining up with employers. 

Policy needs to support jobs growth.  Over the medium term, as the economy 
returns to pre-recession levels of employment, insufficient labour demand will be 
a key issue across the country.  For local policy makers this means supporting the 
wider drivers of growth by pursuing growth-oriented planning and investing in growth-
enabling transport projects.41  To do this effectively they need the freedom and 
flexibility to combine and customise various funding streams at the level of the real 
economy.  This in turn will support Work Programme providers in helping their clients 
into sustainable employment.  At the same time as growing the nation’s jobs base we 
also need to help people access the jobs available. 

Skills are becoming more important for individuals’ employability.  This 
means Work Programme providers need to continue to focus on improving skills and 
qualifications of the unemployed as well as job brokerage.  Improving the skills of their 
clients and tailoring skills provision to jobs available in the local / city-regional economy 
will need to play an important role in Work Programme providers’ strategies to get their 
clients into employment.  Work Programme providers should work with local employers 
and Further Education (FE) colleges to match local skills provision to employer needs.  

However, strategies to tackle worklessness need to look beyond the 
unemployed.  Improving the skills of the unemployed without an overall increase 
in jobs is likely to increase overall competition for jobs.  Encouraging in-work 
progression across the whole workforce, through work-related training and improved
employer utilisation of employee skills, on the other hand, will help free up vacancies 
at the lower end of the labour market.  This in turn will help unemployed individuals 
access entry-level jobs. 

41. Swinney P, Larkin K & Webber C (2010) Firm Intentions: Cites, Private Sector Jobs and the Coalition, London: Centre for 
Cities
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For Work Programme providers it means working with Local Enterprise Partnerships,  
FE colleges and businesses to improve skills levels of those already in the labour 
market.

Our analysis of the changing geography of jobs – in particular the long 
term tendency of lower skilled jobs to disperse – indicates the impact 
that transport and planning policy are likely to have on the success of 
any strategy.  The more accessible by public transport out-of-town centres of 
employment can be, the easier it will be for lower skilled individuals to access 
them. The more concentrated they are spatially, the easier it will be to make them 
accessible by public transport. 

Local Enterprise Partnerships should work with individual planning 
authorities and transport providers to devise a spatial plan for the area 
that prioritises development in areas that are or can be well served by 
public transport.  At the same time they should work with Work Programme 
providers, train and bus operators to increase the frequency and decrease the cost 
of transport to existing centres of employment.  

However, the cost of housing and travel to people on lower wages mean 
transport and planning policies on their own may have little impact.  This 
raises questions about how to improve the ability of people to move house in order 
to access a job.  Work Programme providers should work with DWP, DCLG and social 
housing providers to identify ways to improve the mobility of social housing tenants 
and ensure sufficient affordable housing is provided near centres of employment.

Getting people into work through the Work Programme will require more 
than traditional skills and job brokerage interventions. These interventions 
will differ substantially between different places, depending on local labour 
market conditions. Our next report within the City Collaboration research strand, 
due out in the Autumn, will focus on the role of transport within the wider policy 
landscape in removing barriers to access to work and progression.  The issues will 
be explored in further detail through four case studies – Manchester, Sheffield, South 
Hampshire and Milton Keynes – to identify how policy priorities differ in different 
cities.  
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City Collaboration

This is the first of two papers in our City Collaboration research strand, which 
examines how human and physical infrastructure policy can help cities improve 
the economic fortunes of residents of our less economically successful areas 
by strengthening links with neighbouring areas and towns.  In the context of the 
Government’s Work Programme this initial paper examines the changing geography 
and nature of lower skilled employment, differences in the supply and demand for 
jobs across the UK and in individuals’ travel-to-work patterns. 

The second paper within the series, due to be published in the Autumn, will take a 
more detailed look at transport policies and their potential role in helping overcome 
barriers to work.  The second paper will focus on four case study areas (Sheffield, 
Manchester, South Hampshire and Milton Keynes).
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