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Overview

• Productivity as a persistent challenge for the UK

• The ESRC, productivity and the new funding landscape 

• The Industrial Strategy Council and productivity 
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What we mean by productivity

• How much output we produce for 

a given amount of input

• Output per hour worked is one 

widely used measure

• High productivity means working 

less to produce the same amount 
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UK Productivity has been low over time and relative to others

https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/inflation-report/2018/november-2018/the-

labour-market-and-supply

Hourly labour productivity in the G7a
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Measurement and its challenges
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Do we know why?

• Management practices: are we a ‘nation of 
David Brents’? 

• Technology: Are there lags? Are we counting 
the right things?

• Education and skills: are we preparing people 
to work well?

• Long term conditions: is our mental health 
holding us back? 

• How are other countries doing better?

• What policies and practices will help us do 
better? 
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A role for the ESRC

Areas of Research Interest (ARI’s)

66%+ of ARIs are social science

Social Science

needed

Social 

Science

Other disciplines
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Collaborating to address complex questions

The [ARIs] act as a starting point for a more effective dialogue between policy-makers and researchers 
both within and beyond government.. 

DWP
1.1 What are the different ways to define and measure 
labour market progression and sustainable work? How 
does this vary between groups and at different times in 
people’s lives; How is the labour market evolving, 
including the demand for, and supply of, skills, and how 
should DWP respond to improve outcomes for 
individuals, employers and the economy? For example, 
how might the labour market change because of 
technological changes, economic and demographic trends, 
leaving the EU, changes in trade and migration, and other 
policy developments such as the National Living Wage?

BEIS

We need research to better understand: What 

drives differences in productivity growth within 

and across UK sectors and regions, and how 

this compares internationally..Through

research we want to deepen our 

understanding of this area and what can be 

done to improve outcomes.

DfES

How do skills needs in the national and local 

economy and qualifications of our labour force 

match up?    Aksjd

;iau
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Building the data capability that will help

These findings highlight the potential of new and administrative 

sources of data for policy analysis: mobilising more of the UK’s data 

estate to better understand and address the UK’s ‘productivity 

puzzles’. (Wales, P. 2019) The Anatomy of UK Labour Productivity: 

Lessons from New and Existing Data Sources, National Institute 

Economic Review, 5 February.
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Industrial
Strategy
Council

The Industrial Strategy Council
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Thank you
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Australian Productivity Commission

“Providing independent research and advice to 

Government on economic, social and environmental 

issues affecting the welfare of Australians.”

“Its role, expressed most simply, is to help 

governments make better policies, in the 

long term interest of the Australian 

community.”
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UKRI and the Industrial Strategy
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Research has highlighted that there are major and persistent differences in 

productivity between firms in the same sector

1. The firm in the 90th percentile of the productivity distribution produces 

roughly twice as much as the firm in the 10th percentile.

2. Moreover, these differences are persistent over time. 

3. Firms have a big incentive to increase productivity as its strong 

associated with survival, for firms its literally a matter of life and 

death. 

In economic theory, as a first approximation, it is assumed that production 

technology is easy to acquire and exploit. Evidence suggests otherwise. 

These differences highlight the importance of understanding the distribution 

of productivity in a nation and its dynamics (firms entering and exiting the 

market). 
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ESRC’s Productivity Funding Portfolio

• We are increasingly bringing researchers together with policymakers and practitioners:  

• PIN ECR workshops in 2018 and 2019

• ESRC Transforming Productivity research development workshop in Feb 2019

• In 2019 we have already awarded £3.8mn across management practices, employee engagement and 

firm level productivity. 

• A co-ordination hub is due to start later this year to promote collaborations between academic, industry 

and government stakeholders. 

• Productivity is one of ESRC’s priorities, and we are looking to expand our portfolio. 
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From speech by Sylvano Telstra, Bank of England https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/-

/media/boe/files/speech/2018/the-fall-in-productivity-growth-causes-and-implications

https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/-/media/boe/files/speech/2018/the-fall-in-productivity-growth-causes-and-implications
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The Industrial Strategy Grand Challenges
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The UK’s approach to its Industrial Strategy

Strengthening the foundations of the UK economy

Building long-term, strategic partnerships with business

Tackling our shared ‘Grand Challenges’
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Productivity has long been a puzzle

So, the question is not new:

Griliches, Zvi (1961). “Comment on An Appraisal of Long-Term Capital Estimates: Some Reference Notes by Daniel Creamer.” 

Output, Input, and Productivity Measurement (NBER), pp. 446–9. 

“We compare this [input] index with our output index and call any 

discrepancy ‘productivity’. . . It is a measure of our ignorance, of 

the unknown, and of the magnitude of the task that is still ahead 

of us.” Griliches (1961, 446) 


