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KEY QUESTION: HOW AND WHY DID THE 
DEINDUSTRIALISATION OF LABOUR MARKETS VARY AT A 
SUB-REGIONAL LEVEL?

MOTIVATIONS AND THE LITERATURE
§ Deindustrialisation is now understood to be a complex process with

economic, political, sociological, and psychological dimensions: e.g. 
Autor (2019), High (2007), and Mah (2012).1 Social and 
psychological approaches prominent.

§ Very prominent in public discourse and in debates about ‘decline’: 
e.g. Tomlinson (2016).2

§ Important work has been done at a regional level and through in-
depth localised case studies (either an industry or a location): e.g. 
Beatty and Fothergill (2006, 2020) and Tomlinson et. al., (2019).3

§ Sub-regional analyses, especially those which are comparative in 
nature are somewhat rarer. 

SOURCES AND APPROACH
§ The focus of the research is on the critical 1971-1991 period.
§ The main sources are official data: Census of Population, Census of 

Employment, VAT registration and deregistration statistics, and 
deprivation indices.

§ Data are analysed at the level of local authority districts and ‘travel-
to-work areas’ (TTWAs) – far smaller than regions.
§ The TTWAs used here are from the middle of the period (1981). 

TTWAs are largely self-contained labour market areas.
§ I have conducted extensive work harmonising various pieces of data 

and classification systems.

MAIN FINDINGS
§ The extent to which areas experienced, and were able to recover 

from, deindustrialisation varied greatly.
§ Deindustrialisation experiences can be classified into ‘types’.

§ Areas afflicted by the most severe type had ‘sterile’ labour 
markets and were dependent on a handful of industries.

1) A DEINDUSTRIALISING NATION

§ In employment terms, Britain reached
peak industrialism in 1966.

§ The decline which followed was steep –
especially after 1979 – and was much 
more extensive than that seen in other 
major economies.

2) AN UNEVEN CHANGE

§ Many different deindustrialisations –
some places hit much harder than 
others. 

§ The map depicts the decline in
industry’s share of all employment 
1971-1991 in the most industrialised 
areas, weighted by the size of the 
industrial sector in 1971 (darker 
shades display bigger shifts).

§ The biggest ‘losers’ in the 1970s and 
1980s were often large towns: Wigan, 
Bolton, Huddersfield, Barnsley, 
Doncaster, Dudley, and Ebbw Vale.

§ Structural change took different forms 
– Milton Keynes ‘deindustrialised’ 
despite the number of industrial 
workers growing!
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3) TOWARDS A TYPOLOGY: THE DIFFERENT FLAVOURS OF 
DEINDUSTRIALISATION
(Four possible, three observed – see table above)

• Among the industrial labour markets, 15 underwent Type 1 
deindustrialisation, 60 Type 2, and 54 Type 3.

• Total employment in Type 3 areas fell 14% 1971-1984 and
recovered to 1971 levels in the mid-2000s.

• With one exception, Type 3 areas were confined to one side 
of the Gloucester-Grimsby ‘north-south divide’.

No reduction in the 
number of industrial 
workers

Reduction in the 
number of industrial 
workers

No reduction in the total 
number of workers 
(strong growth in 
services)

Type 1: merely relative, 
‘statistical’ 
deindustrialisation

Type 2: somewhat 
assuaged, absolute 
deindustrialisation

Reduction in the total 
number of workers 
(weak growth in 
services)

Type 4: statistical 
industrialisation

Type 3: somewhat 
unassuaged, absolute 
deindustrialisation

IN FOCUS: A MEN PROBLEM?
The overwhelming majority (>70%) of industrial 
workers were male. As such, deindustrialisation 
changed male labour far more aggressively than 
that of women. 

Employment growth amongst males was 
unimpressive. In Type 3 areas, it never recovered.

4) COMPOSITIONAL ISSUES

§ As well as employment growth problems, areas which underwent 
Type 3 deindustrialisation struggled to generate growth in services 
– especially in high-end ‘exporting’ service jobs.

§ This was especially the case in non-urban Type 3 areas. They lost far 
more jobs than could be replaced.

5) EXPLAINING THE DIFFERENCES (1/2)
Why did Type 3 areas struggle so much?

§ Decline prior to the 1970s and 1980s.
§ The industrial sector accounted for a 

greater share of employment.
§ Dependence on specific failing industries

– especially coal, steel, textiles, and 
heavy engineering (C-THEM activities).

§ A preponderance of C-THEM jobs was the
major compositional difference across 
industrial areas.
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1971 100 100 100 100
1978 101 96 117 110
1981 96 84 118 102
1984 95 77 123 101
1989 97 77 143 113
1991 91 72 143 113
1995 95 72 159 120
2002 110 80 179 130
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6) EXPLAINING THE DIFFERENCES (2/2)

§ Dependence on C-THEM industries both made areas 
susceptible to unemployment and ‘sterilised’ the local labour 
market.

§ Where C-THEM activities were present:.
§ Full-time female participation in the workforce was lower.
§ VAT registration data (beginning in 1980) suggest that 

industrial employment was spread across fewer firms.
§ The industrial sector tended to be more specialised.

§ Importance of human capital and path dependency – difficult 
for areas dependent on C-THEM activities to adapt.

WEAKNESSES AND FUTURE RESEARCH
§ Official, granular, data are scarce before 1970.
§ As yet little information about the quality of work.

§ More extensive use of unemployment data from the 
Employment Gazette.

§ Deeper explanation of policy choices.


