From City-Regions to Combined (County) Authorities to Strategic Authorities: Is Devolution Set Up to Tackle Urban-Rural Productivity Divergence? 
Abstract:
Policymaking at the city-region level in England was initially designed to shift the focus from sector-based to place-based development, but this has often coincided with agglomeration effects that benefit already prosperous urban regions like London and the Southeast. As new strategic authorities—many with a more rural character—become established, it is important to reflect upon the distinct sectoral and socioeconomic differences between rural and urban areas and what this means in the jigsaw of devolution and the key national agenda of growth. For instance, rural authorities differ markedly in their economic composition: rural areas tend to have a higher proportion of employment in agriculture, tourism, and small-scale services, while urban areas are dominated by sectors such as finance, technology, and large-scale manufacturing. The arrival of more rural authorities underscores the need for regional policy that integrates both sectoral and regional strategies, using robust data to tailor interventions to local strengths. This paper considers whether devolution in its current form is set up to support such an approach. As devolution progresses, coordination among regions with devolved powers, supported by central government frameworks, will be crucial to ensure that both rural and urban areas can benefit from, and contribute to, national economic growth. 
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Introduction
Regional productivity divides in the UK remain deeply entrenched, reflecting historic spatial inequalities dating back to the Victorian era (Martin et al., 2016, 2017; Fai and Tomlinson, 2023). These divides are commonly discussed through the UK’s weaker productivity performance relative to other OECD countries (Brandily et al., 2022), and persistent geographical regional imbalances (McCann, 2024). While often conceptualised through the north-south English divide (Van Ark, 2025), this article focuses on the urban-rural divide. Urban areas tend to be more dependent on high-value, knowledge-intensive sectors, while many rural regions remain reliant on agriculture, tourism, and services—sectors that historically generate lower productivity growth (Martin et al., 2017; Tilley et al., 2023). These structural differences create distinct economic conditions, suggesting that uniform policy interventions risk reinforcing rather than reducing inequalities (Rodríguez-Pose, 2013; Tilley et al., 2023). At the same time, England’s regional governance is continuously evolving through the expansion of Combined Authorities (CAs) and Combined County Authorities (CCAs); through the English Devolution White Paper (MHCLG, 2024) which establishes statutory “Strategic Authorities,” led by directly elected mayors, to exercise powers across skills, housing, transport, and economic development; and through the Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026 (legislation.gov.uk, 2026), which designates CAs and CCAs as strategic authorities and establishes a strategic authority framework. This article examines how institutional change and sectoral divergence intersect, asking whether current devolution arrangements can deliver approaches to productivity that reflect the varied economic realities of England’s regions. 

The 2024 White Paper makes clear that devolution is essential for supporting growth. The paper notes that “opportunity is being stifled” (p.19), requiring urgent action aimed at “fixing the foundations of the economy” (p.20), and places “growth as its central mission” (p.20). This ambition is to be operationalised through Mayoral Strategic Authorities at “strategic scales” (p.22), where “policy can be tailored to local situations” (p.23), reflecting the belief that mayors are a “fundamental partner to the government” (p.25). This emphasis on growth powered by place and managed by local people signals a key policy ambition to align governance structures with local economic conditions. The Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026 supports this through the establishment of new mechanisms for local areas to secure deeper devolution. Of particular importance in the graduated system of strategic authorities are the Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities (EMSAs) and their access to the Section 53 ‘right to request’ function within nine areas of competencies, notably including rural affairs and coastal communities. 

This (somewhat) counters England’s previous asymmetric, deal-based devolution, which while having been praised for its flexibility, risked entrenching inequalities between early adopters and latecomers (Turner et al., 2023; Warner et al., 2024). Urban areas such as Greater Manchester and the West Midlands received devolved powers earlier (LGA, 2025), enabling them to develop greater institutional capacity and experience, while rural regions have only recently gained equivalent governance structures, leaving them with less capacity, shorter institutional memory, and fewer resources. At the same time, amid national efforts to boost regional productivity, rural areas face inherent disadvantages stemming from their sectoral and employment structures. A growth‑oriented spatial policy risks privileging urban areas unless a more nuanced approach to productivity and devolution is adopted. Productivity is frequently understood through an urban lens that emphasises high-growth sectors such as financial services, digital and technology and life sciences, as exemplified in the 2025 Industrial strategy (GOV.UK, 2025b). Such framing places rural areas at a disadvantage as they are less likely to have the institutional capacity to respond to productivity challenges, less likely to have more devolved powers to do so, and are responding to productivity strategies around sector growth strategies which are not comparably dominant in their regions.

These asymmetries matter because productivity is shaped not only by economic structure, but also by the governance frameworks through which policy is delivered. In practice, the design of the devolution architecture acts as a determinant of how effectively regions can pursue growth. To explore this further, this paper will first outline the changing devolution architecture within England, which is set to drive regional productivity. It will then address prospective challenges of driving productivity in diverse economies before focusing analytically on the differences between rural and urban economies in England. The analysis will consider both the role of sectoral productivity contribution through gross value added (GVA) and sectoral employment levels in urban and rural areas to demonstrate the necessity of individual responses to regional productivity, before offering a discussion on how the regional productivity agenda can balance this, and the role of devolution architecture in supporting it.
Institutions, Devolution and the Uneven Geographies of Productivity 
The Changing Architecture of Regional Economic Development in England
Both the development of institutions and the evolution of strategies to tackle regional economic growth are largely reflected in, and driven by, the recognition of the need for clear, place-based approaches that respond to the diverse economic realities across regions to drive economic growth.

The UK’s approach to regional economic development has undergone significant institutional change. To drive growth at the regional level, Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) were established in 1998 as non-departmental public bodies. Abolished in 2012, RDAs were replaced with smaller, business-led partnerships, Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), that were more aligned with local economic realities (Harris and Moffat, 2015). They fostered closer collaboration between local councils and businesses to pursue economic development but were later closed in April 2024 with this funding reallocated to CAs and upper-tier local authorities (GOV.UK, 2023). While CAs have been the general statutory form of local governance in England, CCAs came later under the Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2023 (legislation.gov.uk, 2023), designed for areas with two-tier local governments. 

England’s model of devolution has been working on a deal-based asymmetric model with different levels of devolution (see Table 1). Devolution deals of varying levels have been granted to different regions at different times (see Table 2). In this model, devolution is somewhat flexible, with appropriate adjustments to the levels and powers attached to each level possible. Most recently, this has seen the introduction of level 4 or the Trailblazer Deals in 2023 (Henderson, Dalton and Paun, 2023; GOV.UK, 2024a) of which Greater Manchester and the West Midlands were recipients, affording them the deepest levels of devolution. The government confirmed in February 2024 that the West Midlands is eligible for Level 4 devolution due to its existing Trailblazer status and received “further Level 4 flexibilities” added to its deal (GOV.UK, 2024b). Liverpool City Region, South Yorkshire, and West Yorkshire were confirmed eligible for Level 4 in February 2024, with Integrated Settlements from April 2026 (GOV.UK, 2024b). The North East received a deeper devolution deal in March 2024 underpinned by the Level 4 framework, with Integrated Settlement from April 2026 (GOV.UK, 2024c), while other areas await their inaugural mayoral elections (McKiernan, 2025). 

Devolution has been further deepened and extended marked by the 2026 Devolution and Community Empowerment Act (legislation.gov.uk, 2026). Under this Act, there is the introduction of an established strategic authority framework which still broadly maps to the deal-based devolution framework (see Table 1), and grants established mayoral strategic authorities (EMSA) status to those who have had a mayor for 18 months or over and who have a published Local Assurance Framework. Seven areas have received this status: Greater Manchester, West Midlands, North East, South Yorkshire, West Yorkshire Mayoral Combined Authorities, Liverpool City Region and the Greater London Authority (GOV.UK, 2025a), with other authorities eligible to apply for EMSA status.

Table 1: Devolution Levels
	Devolution deal level
	Authority type
	EMSA status?
	What this means

	Level 1
	Single unitary or county council
	No
	Basic devolution: limited powers, no mayoral leadership.

	Level 2
	Combined authority without a mayor
	No
	Intermediate devolution: more powers than single council, but constrained.

	Level 3
	Mayoral strategic authority 
	No
	Advanced devolution: mayor with powers over transport, housing, planning, skills.

	Level 3 + EMSA
	Established Mayoral Strategic Authority (more mature than 18 months)
	Yes
	Same Level 3 powers plus access/eligibility to apply for access to Section 53 right to request.

	Level 4 
	Established Mayoral Strategic Authority (more mature than 18 months)
	Yes
	Deep devolution: access to the Level 4 framework, including additional powers over skills, transport, housing, investment and governance, subject to meeting eligibility and readiness criteria

	Level 4 Trailblazers 
	Established Mayoral Strategic Authority (more mature than 18 months)
	Yes
	Deepest form of devolution currently available: Level 4 powers plus bespoke “trailblazer” arrangements, greater funding flexibility, single settlements and enhanced partnership with central government. Originally developed for Greater Manchester Combined Authority and West Midlands Combined Authority.


Adapted from LGA (2025)

Table 2: England’s devolution landscape, 2025
	Region
	Authority (2025)
	Mayor
	Level (2025)
	Est. Date

	Greater Manchester
	CA
	Yes – Paul Dennett (interim, Labour)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  At time of writing, Andy Burnham has been elected MP for Makerfield and Pail Dennett is interim Mayor of Greater Manchester (Boyd and Walker, 2026).] 

	Trailblazer level 4
	2011

	West Yorkshire 
	CA
	Yes – Tracy Brabin (Lab)
	Level 3 – eligible for Level 4; Integrated Settlement from April 2026
	2014

	Liverpool City Region
	CA
	Yes – Steve Rotheram (Lab)
	Level 3 – eligible for Level 4; Integrated Settlement from April 2026
	2014

	South Yorkshire
	CA
	Yes – Oliver Coppard (Lab)
	Level 3 – eligible for Level 4; Integrated Settlement from April 2026
	2014

	Tees Valley
	CA
	Yes – Ben Houchen (Conservative)
	Level 3
	2016

	West Midlands
	CA
	Yes – Richard Parker (Lab)
	Trailblazer level 4
	2016

	Cambridgeshire and Peterborough
	CA
	Yes – Paul Bristow (Con)
	Level 3
	2017

	West of England
	CA
	Yes – Helen Godwin (Lab)
	Level 3
	2017

	Lancashire
	CCA
	No[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Angela Raynor has confirmed that Lancashire will be getting an elected mayor, with calls from the leader of Lancashire County Council to hold a referendum on an elected mayor (Faulkner, 2025; Millson, 2025).] 

	Level 2
	2023

	York and North Yorkshire
	CA
	Yes – David Skaith (Lab)
	Level 3
	2024

	East Midlands
	CCA
	Yes – Claire Ward (Lab)
	Level 3
	2024

	North East
	CA
	Yes – Kim McGuinness (Lab)
	Level 3; deeper devolution deal (March 2024) with provisions from Level 4 framework; Integrated Settlement from April 2026
	2024[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The North East Combined Authority (NECA) was first established in 2014, bringing together seven local authorities. In 2018, three councils (Newcastle, North Tyneside and Northumberland) formed the North of Tyne Combined Authority, before all seven councils were reunited under the current mayoral North East Combined Authority in 2024 (legislation.gov.uk, 2014; North of Tyne Combined Authority, 2024).] 


	Devon and Torbay[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Councils of Plymouth City Council, Devon County Council and Torbay Council are working together to explore the creation of Mayoral Strategic Authority to supersede the existing CCA established by Devon and Torbay, Plymouth withdrew from the 2024 est. CCA (Plymouth.gov.uk, 2025).] 

	CCA
	No
	Level 2
	2024

	Hull and East Yorkshire
	CA
	Yes – Luke Campbell (Reform UK)
	Level 3
	2025

	Greater Lincolnshire
	CCA
	Yes – Andrea Jenkyns (Reform UK)
	Level 3
	2025

	Cheshire and Warrington
	CA (proposed)
	Expected
	Level 3
	Inaugural mayoral elections May 2027

	Cumbria
	CA (proposed)
	Expected
	Level 3
	Inaugural mayoral elections May 2027

	Greater Essex
	CCA (proposed)
	Expected
	Level 3
	Inaugural mayoral elections May 2028

	Norfolk and Suffolk
	CCA (proposed)
	Expected
	Level 3
	Inaugural mayoral elections May 2028

	Hampshire and the Solent
	CCA (proposed)
	Expected
	Level 3
	Inaugural mayoral elections May 2028

	Sussex and Brighton
	CCA (proposed)
	Expected
	Level 3
	Inaugural mayoral elections May 2028


Note: See LGA (2025) for a comprehensive description of the devolution deal details for each region. 

Notably, EMSA status grants access to the Section 53 right to request function where authorities can request more powers, funding etc. to help deliver responsibilities more effectively in the nine areas of competences: transport and local infrastructure; skills and employment support; housing and strategic planning; economic development and regeneration; the environment and climate change; health, well-being and public service reform; public safety; culture; rural affairs and coastal communities (legislation.gov.uk, 2026). 

While the 2026 Devolution and Community Empowerment Act seeks to address some of the limitations associated with the earlier deal-based approach by introducing a more formalised strategic authority framework and the right to request function, its practical implications remain uncertain. The graduated strategic authority model continues to recognise varying levels of institutional maturity and capacity across England, meaning that powers and responsibilities remain differentiated between places. As a result, the reforms signal both a continuation of asymmetric devolution and an attempt to create clearer pathways through which authorities can secure additional powers over time.

Due to the asymmetric deal-based model, maturity of urban and rural authorities, and varying EMSA status, this signals that more established urban authorities hold stronger powers and resources, while newer (and more rural) authorities face catch-up challenges in capacity and influence (Warner et al., 2024). Furthermore, spatial political differences between devolved and non-devolved areas, and between strategic authorities and EMSAs, risk reinforcing divides between urban and rural regions (Shutt and Liddle, 2019; Warner et al., 2024). Compared to other OECD countries, England’s devolution has been criticised for transferring limited meaningful powers (Morphet and Denham, 2023). 

Warner et al., (2024: 2) argue that “the empowerment of the largest cities in England and the relative neglect of non-urban areas will exacerbate power asymmetries within the UK political system in both centre-periphery and centre-local relations, a phenomenon we term ‘political spatial inequality’”. This underscores the need for deeper reflection on the devolution architecture to ensure the promised coherence and equity are effectively realised. Sustainable development strategies require ‘wiggle room’ to adapt to varied local institutional arrangements. This reflects a wider shift from traditional government to governance, emphasising bottom-up approaches that amplify local voices and mobilise local resources (Rodríguez-Pose, 2013). But while sub-national governments are “closer to the ground”, decentralisation carries risks, including fragmentation, weak capacity, inefficient convergence, or “isomorphic” responses (Chien, 2008). This leads to a dilemma, not about whether to devolve, but how to coordinate decentralisation to sustain both local responsiveness and national coherence.

The early stages of UK devolution illustrate these challenges: limited policy capacity led to Northern Ireland mirroring Westminster policies (“Shamrock photocopy”) and the Welsh producing “dragonised” versions of Whitehall strategies (Keating, Cairney and Hepburn, 2012). Conversely, decentralisation can incentivise fragmentation, which risks undermining policy coherence and national objectives (Kleider and Toubeau, 2022). Policy spillovers also present problems: benefits in one region may dilute impact elsewhere through leakage effects (Pope, Dalton and Coggins, 2023). These examples highlight the complexities of coordinating decentralised systems, where local adaptations must balance with national policy goals to avoid inefficiency and inequity. Addressing these risks, central government remains an important actor, not just in funding, but in building capacity and orienting local policy to maximise positive national spillovers (OECD, 2009).

Devolution also raises questions about how policy circulates. While “policies may be crossing borders ever more ‘freely’ … [they are] … not yielding a flat earth of standardised outcomes or some socio-institutional monoculture” (Peck, 2011: 781) as “what are apparently space-neutral policies will always have explicit spatial effects” (Barca, McCann and Rodríguez-Pose, 2012). Successful governance requires both allowing local adaptation and embedding coordination with national objectives. This calls for paradoxically embedding policy mobility (Peck, 2011). Understanding these tensions is crucial for designing governance architectures that can support growth across England’s diverse places.

The OECD’s Regions Matter report (2009) reinforces these insights, finding that vertical coordination between central and local authorities, and horizontal coordination across ministries and municipalities, are essential for coherent outcomes. It finds that public organisations are interdependent and so, joint efforts are needed to address complex challenges. However, practical limitations, such as lack of coordination, often undermine these efforts. Effective regional policy requires consistent implementation and the efficient collation of information to bridge “knowledge gaps” between central and sub-national governments (OECD, 2009: 109).

Recent UK proposals recognise these concerns by outlining a coordination architecture for strategic authorities, which lists the roles of the Council of the Nations and Regions, the Mayoral Council and the Leaders Council (see Table 3).

Table 3: Devolution Architecture
	Council Name
	Chair
	Members
	Main Function/Role

	Council of the Nations and Regions
	Prime Minister
	First Ministers of the Devolved Governments, Deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland, Mayors of Strategic Authorities
	Collaborate on national missions across the UK

	Mayoral Council
	Deputy Prime Minister
	England’s Mayors
	Central forum for engagement on Local Growth Plans, advance devolution, coordinate national/local policy

	Leaders Council
	Deputy Prime Minister (with other ministers)
	Representative group of local authority leaders
	Ensure local leaders contribute to government decision-making and co-design policy solutions


Adapted from MHCLG (2024: 43).

This architecture is explicitly designed to support collaboration and coordination between the strategic authorities and central government, notably within the Council of Nations and Regions, to collaborate on national missions across the UK and within the Mayoral Council to coordinate national and local policy. Beyond this architecture to guide engagement, there is also pan-regional cooperation exemplified by the White Rose Agreement, as signed by South Yorkshire, West Yorkshire and York and North Yorkshire to help coordinate regional strategy, particularly important where rigid boundaries do not conform with porous geographies (Barnett, 2024). The Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026 also put forth clarity around collaboration requests between mayors. There is a duty for mayors to collaborate, however, only if the request would be likely to improve the economic, social or environmental well-being or some of all people in Mayor A and Mayor B’s area. 

However, challenges do remain. A pertinent question of the architecture asks whether such a governance structure made up of numerous small, disparate subnational units can sustain effective engagement with central government, particularly in shaping policy and managing fiscal transfers (Schneider and Cottineau, 2019). This issue is compounded by the political influence and soft power wielded by some mayors (see Giovannini (2021)). Furthermore, the diversity of interests and party politics can make meaningful coordination difficult. 

Crucially, O’Grady (2024) observes the Council of the Nations and Regions becoming a ‘federalist talking shop’ as it lacks statutory basis (McCann, 2024). Policy instruments in the UK tend to be more volatile and easily changed (Ferry, 2021). While coordination can be achieved through creatively assembling and adapting policy mechanisms for specific territories, without strong legislative, organisational, or strategic foundations, such efforts are unlikely to shift centre–periphery dynamics in a lasting way. Additionally, Rodríguez-Pose (2013: 1041) cautions against “an excess of either formal or informal institutions [as this] may also be counterproductive for economic development” since this can exacerbate principal–agent divides. Critics also caution that “without a transformation of the Whitehall machine … the UK state will remain too centralised and ineffective … failing to address strategic issues such as place-based reindustrialisation.” (Pabst, 2025: 66), pointing to the need for central reform before place-based strategies can be appropriately realised. 

This leads to our first question: How can governance architecture be used to support effective policymaking in a complex landscape?
Conceiving Productivity through City-Region Logic
The 2024 White Paper acknowledges the uneven distribution of devolved powers but stops short of outlining detailed strategies to harness diverse regional and sectoral strengths, instead emphasising that local leaders are best placed to determine their own priorities. But while the White Paper highlights the “untapped strengths we see in towns, cities and counties across the country” (p.20), it simultaneously asserts that “the economic gains are potentially huge – if English cities outside of the capital met their productivity potential compared to similar cities in other countries, national economic output could be £34bn-£55bn larger per year” (p. 20). This focus places cities and urban areas at the core of productivity ambitions. Furthermore, the September 2025 industrial strategy outlined the government’s 8 sectors which show the greatest growth potential, unveiling bespoke sector plans for advanced manufacturing, clean energy, creative industries, defence, digital and technologies, financial services, life sciences and professional and business services (GOV.UK, 2025b). Rural economies often remain more reliant on sectors such as agriculture, education, health, and services, which have historically seen slower productivity growth compared to sectors like finance, technology, and advanced manufacturing. 

This leads us to consider that whether devolution can drive productivity lies in how growth and productivity are conceptualised. Authorities have been closely tied to an agglomeration-led growth model, premised on the city-region as the most effective unit of productivity (Beel, Jones and Rees Jones, 2018; Hildreth and Bailey, 2023). City regions were devised as agile spaces where local leaders could strategically manage growth and exploit economic niches. However, in practice, the model reproduces uneven development. The clustering of high-value, knowledge-intensive firms is “essentially urban in character” (Hildreth and Bailey, 2023: 453), creating an urban bias at the heart of the system. This leaves rural areas and weaker towns exposed to decline (Fai and Tomlinson, 2023; Turner et al., 2023). 

Moreover, the economic rationale underpinning agglomeration has been contested. London’s experience is often held up as the national template, but there is a danger of policy transfer fallacy as productivity gains can distort challenges around rentier dynamics, pay inequality and inflated housing prices (Coffey, Thornley and Tomlinson, 2023). While larger agglomerations can provide a productivity premium through access to skilled labour and scale effects (Corradini, Morris and Vanino, 2023), the challenge of more equitable territorial development remains acute. Investment in infrastructure has been heralded as one approach to spread agglomeration benefits through enhanced intercity connectivity (Rodríguez-Pose, 2008; Martin et al., 2017). Yet the cancellation of HS2 north of Birmingham has highlighted the persistent London-centricity of infrastructure policy and fuelled concerns that levelling up, under the Johnson-Sunak Conservative governments, was downgraded (Coffey, Thornley and Tomlinson, 2023; Fai and Tomlinson, 2023). 

Diemer et al., (2022: 506), writing in reference to the European development trap, stresses that regions need to “strike a balance between sustaining the economic engine of booming urban agglomerations, while at the same time attending to regions in development traps or at risk of falling into them.” 

This leads to our second question: How can the productivity agenda balance the strengths and needs of both urban and rural economies?

The preceding discussion highlights the ways in which national policy frameworks and devolution settlements have tended to privilege agglomeration-based and urban-centred models of productivity, often to the neglect of rural and peripheral economies. Yet such accounts remain incomplete without grounding them in the empirical realities of the sectoral structures that underpin regional economies. In order to test and illustrate these dynamics, the following analysis draws on ONS data to examine the sectoral and employment composition of both urban and rural CAs and CCAs. This provides a clearer picture of how sectoral specialisation contributes to regional GVA (generally conceived of as a key metric of productivity), the workforce distribution across sectors, and the implications these structural differences have for spatially balanced productivity growth.
[bookmark: _Toc205993911]Methodology 
To situate sectoral differences within England’s evolving institutional landscape, the first step is to classify authorities by their degree of urban or rural character. To do so, all Local Authority Districts (LADs) within each authority were identified using ONS 2024 boundaries. 2021 Census population figures were assigned to each LAD, and their share of the total authority population was calculated. Each LAD was then classified using the 2021 Rural-Urban Classification (RUC): majority rural (≥50% rural), intermediate rural (35–49.9%), intermediate urban (20–34.9%), or urban (≤20%) (see ONS, 2025a). These categories were aggregated, weighted by LAD population size, to show the overall rural-urban distribution for each CA or CCA, as demonstrated in Table 4. This classification provides the foundation for examining sectoral and employment composition differences across these geographies. Some authorities have not yet been formalised and therefore, their boundaries are subject to change. 

[bookmark: _Toc205981249]Table 4: Urban and rural classifications
	Authorities
	Rural
	Urban

	Cumbria
	100%
	

	Suffolk and Norfolk
	77%
	23%

	York and North Yorkshire
	75%
	25%

	Devon and Torbay
	72%
	28%

	Greater Lincolnshire
	57%
	43%

	Cambridgeshire and Peterborough
	48%
	52%

	Hull and East Riding
	44%
	56%

	North East
	43%
	57%

	East Midlands
	33%
	67%

	Sussex and Brighton
	31%
	69%

	Hampshire and the Solent
	20%
	80%

	Lancashire
	19%
	81%

	Greater Essex
	17%
	83%

	Tees Valley
	
	100%

	West Midlands
	
	100%

	West Yorkshire
	
	100%

	South Yorkshire
	
	100%

	Greater Manchester
	
	100%

	West of England
	
	100%

	Cheshire and Warrington
	
	100%


All data included in the analysis is openly accessible from ONS. 
Analysis
Using ONS data, we first examine England’s sectoral real growth rate between 1998-2023. In Table 5 below, chained volume measures expressed in 2022 prices (£ million) are used to calculate cumulative growth between 1998 and 2023. Large percentage values over long timeframes reflect cumulative growth and the corresponding annualised growth rates can be lower. Because these are chained volume measures, the calculation captures real growth (adjusted for inflation) over the 1998–2023 period.

Between 1998 and 2023, the sectors of information and communication (846%), administrative and support services (104%), and professional, scientific, and technical activities (98%) have exhibited the highest cumulative real growth. Smaller sectors such as agriculture, fishing, and forestry (58%) have also shown meaningful growth, though their relatively small economic scale limits their overall contribution to regional productivity. These findings align with patterns identified by Coyle and Mei (2022), who found substantial labour productivity growth in info and comms driven by technological advancements and workforce upskilling between 1997 and 2019. They note that although agriculture and manufacturing have also grown, their labour-intensive nature typically restrains overall productivity improvements. Consequently, capital- and knowledge-intensive industries tend to have higher productivity levels than labour-intensive sectors.

Table 5: England’s sectoral real growth rate, 1998-2023
	SIC07 Description
	Real Growth Rate (%)

	All industries
	60.30%

	Agriculture, forestry and fishing
	57.60%

	Mining and quarrying
	-39.70%

	Manufacturing
	40.50%

	Electricity, gas, steam and air
	-7.70%

	Water, sewerage and waste
	-11.80%

	Construction
	12.70%

	Wholesale and retail trade
	22.00%

	Transportation and storage
	18.50%

	Accommodation and food service
	16.60%

	Information and communication
	846.20%

	Financial and insurance
	38.70%

	Real estate activities
	57.50%

	Professional, scientific, technical
	98.00%

	Administrative and support services
	104.30%

	Public administration and defence
	22.60%

	Education
	20.30%

	Human health and social work
	36.10%

	Arts, entertainment and recreation
	26.80%

	Other service activities
	12.60%

	Activities of households
	-46.30%


Source: (ONS, 2025b)

Knowledge-intensive sectors in England have seen substantial relative growth since 1998, reflecting their rising importance in the economy, echoed in the ‘superstar sectors’ identified in the 2025 Industrial Strategy. Table 6 shows that professional, scientific, and technical activities moved up significantly in output ranking, from 8th place in 1998 to 5th position in 2023. This sector’s output nearly doubled, highlighting the increasing importance of knowledge-based services, innovation, and scientific research to the English economy. Similarly, the info and comms sector exhibited one of the most significant improvements, rising from 16th position in 1998 to 7th by 2023, with over a ninefold increase in output. 

Meanwhile, traditional sectors like manufacturing have maintained a strong position but with slower relative growth. Public administration and health services, while sizeable, have lost ground in rank, reflecting their lower rates of productivity growth relative to knowledge-intensive sectors. 
Table 6: Chained volume measures in 2022 money value, pounds million, England
	SIC07 Description
	1998
	2023

	Real estate activities
	163,857
	258,136

	Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles
	163,749
	199,809

	Financial and insurance activities
	128,016
	177,528

	Manufacturing
	122,465
	172,119

	Human health and social work activities
	110,753
	150,710

	Construction
	108,689
	122,495

	Education
	100,906
	121,370

	Professional, scientific and technical activities
	86,691
	171,628

	Public administration and defence
	75,487
	92,539

	Transportation and storage
	59,678
	70,692

	Administrative and support service activities
	53,480
	109,241

	Accommodation and food service activities
	46,280
	53,980

	Other service activities
	28,827
	32,447

	Water supply; sewerage and waste management
	24,581
	21,673

	Arts, entertainment and recreation
	22,364
	28,358

	Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply
	22,189
	20,471

	Information and communication
	13,342
	126,245

	Agriculture, forestry and fishing
	7,505
	11,828

	Mining and quarrying
	3,817
	2,301

	Activities of households
	3,137
	1,684


Source: (ONS, 2025b)
[bookmark: _Toc205993921]Sectoral contribution towards urban and rural GVAs
Given the overall picture of sectoral contribution to the English economy, an important question is how sectoral strengths are reflected regionally. Distinguishing between urban and rural GVA reveals the ways in which local economies align or diverge from national growth trends. For the purpose of analysis, York and North Yorkshire (YNY), Cumbria and Norfolk and Suffolk are included as examples of rural areas while Greater Manchester, West of England, West Midlands and Hampshire and the Solent are included as urban areas. These areas reflect a mixture of north and south regions, as well as regions with more advanced forms of devolution to those still awaiting inaugural mayoral elections.

A closer look at productivity and sectors in Figure 1 reveals that rural and urban areas differ in the sectors that contribute to their total GVA. Calculations are derived from current price estimates of the sector as a percentage of the region’s total price estimates.

When reflecting on agriculture, forestry, and fishing, it is unsurprising that this sector makes a greater contribution to the GVA of rural areas, accounting for between 2.2–2.5% of their economies. In contrast, its contribution to urban GVA, such as in the West Midlands and Greater Manchester, is almost negligible.

A similar pattern is evident in accommodation and food services. This sector contributes 5.9% of Cumbria’s GVA and 4.4% in YNY, reflecting the importance of tourism and hospitality. In urban areas, contributions are lower: 2.1% in the West of England and 2.8% in Greater Manchester. While these shares are not insignificant, they remain consistently below rural counterparts, mirroring the trend seen for agriculture, forestry, and fishing. These patterns are significant for understanding productivity in rural regions. With a higher reliance on labour-intensive sectors, rural economies are less aligned with the agglomeration-based and knowledge-intensive models that typically underpin productivity frameworks. This reinforces the case for differentiated approaches to productivity that reflect the structural strengths and sectoral composition of both rural and urban economies. Linking back to Table 6, while both agriculture and accommodation have registered relative growth in chained volume measures (2022 prices), they remain among the weakest sectors in terms of overall economic contribution when compared to higher-value, knowledge-intensive industries. This underlines the challenge faced by rural regions: even where growth occurs, it often comes from sectors that provide limited productivity gains within the wider national economy.

Knowledge-intensive sectors more broadly contribute a greater share to urban GVA, enabling cities and metropolitan areas to achieve higher GVA per head. This is clearly exemplified through info and comms. Info and comms contribute towards 6.7% of the West of England’s GVA and 5.9% to Hampshire and the Solent but only contributes 1.2% to Cumbria’s GVA and 2% to YNY.

The financial and insurance sector performs strongly in urban areas, contributing 8.1% to GVA in the West Midlands and 7.5% in Greater Manchester. It also has a relatively strong presence in rural regions such as YNY and Norfolk and Suffolk, where it accounts for 6.1% of GVA in each. These figures may reflect regional specialisations, although the share of financial services within rural GVA remains consistently below that of urban centres. But as Martin et al. (2017) argue, opportunities often lie in strengthening existing sectors, through better knowledge exchange, innovation diffusion, and skills upgrading, which is preferential to replicating high-growth urban models. Given that financial services have significantly higher productivity than most other sectors, with financial services productivity twice as high as overall productivity across the UK (Mourougane and Jung Kim, 2020), policies supporting the growth and productivity enhancement of financial and insurance activities in rural regions could help strengthen their economic contribution. However, achieving this may require investment in digital connectivity, skills development, and fostering local specialisations suited to rural contexts.

The results also show that some regions are more dependent on certain sectors than others. For example, manufacturing accounts for 22% of Cumbria’s total GVA. This means that if manufacturing declines, whether due to economic shocks, changes in production, or other factors, the region would be highly vulnerable to a significant loss in productivity. It also highlights the importance of addressing any intra-sector productivity gap, particularly between companies that are quick to adopt advanced technologies and those that are slower or less able to do so. Some other sectors, such as construction, show relative parity in its contribution to GVA across rural and urban areas. 

Differences in regional productivity performance often reflect the degree to which institutional and infrastructural assets are present and embedded locally. Regions with strong knowledge institutions, universities, and innovation infrastructure tend to show higher productivity in knowledge-intensive sectors. This is evident, for instance, in Greater Manchester, where the professional, scientific, and technical sector contributes 10.2% of GVA, and in the West of England at 9.8%, both underpinned by multiple academic institutions that foster skills development, R&D activity, and business collaboration. These outcomes align with the logic of the UK’s evolving devolution model, which place Mayoral Strategic Authorities as central to harnessing such place-based assets and capabilities.










Figure 1: % Sectoral GVA contribution to each region’s total GVA (2025)
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Source: (ONS, 2025c, 2025d).
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Understanding productivity at the regional level also requires examining the structure of employment. While earlier analysis highlighted how different sectors contribute to GVA across rural and urban economies, it is equally important to consider the proportion of the workforce employed in those sectors. This highlights mismatches between employment intensity and productivity efficiency that underpin the uneven economic landscape within which devolution is now operating.

Turning to employment rates by sector in Figure 2, there is notably higher employment in agriculture, forestry, and fishing within rural areas. This sector employs 5.6% of the workforce in Cumbria and 4.5% in YNY. This aligns with earlier evidence of this sector’s greater GVA contributions, but also suggests relatively low productivity efficiency. For example, agriculture accounts for 2.23% of YNY’s GVA but employs double that at 4.5% of the local workforce. The trend is even more pronounced in accommodation and food services. Although the sector contributes 4.4% to YNY’s GVA, it employs 11.8% of the workforce. This underlines the labour-intensive nature of the sector and reinforces the finding that rural regions are more reliant on industries with lower productivity returns, even when they provide significant employment opportunities.

Compared with rural economies, urban regions generally employ a lower share of their workforce in manufacturing, although exceptions exist such as the West Midlands where 8.9% of the workforce is employed in the sector. More broadly, employment in knowledge- and capital-intensive sectors, which tend to offer higher productivity gains, is skewed towards urban authorities. In the West of England, for example, 4.5% of the workforce is employed in financial and insurance activities compared to just 0.9% in Cumbria. Similarly, employment in info and comms reaches 6.3% in the West of England, compared to 2.1% in YNY and Norfolk and Suffolk. The professional, scientific, and technical sector also reflects this pattern, employing 11.8% in the West of England and 11.4% in Greater Manchester, compared with only 7.8% in YNY and 5.6% in Cumbria.

Taken together, this data highlights a structural challenge: rural economies rely on sectors that provide employment but generate lower economic value per worker. Urban economies, by contrast, have a stronger employment base in high-value, knowledge-intensive industries that drive aggregate productivity performance. This divergence underlines why devolved strategies must be sensitive to sectoral and labour market composition, ensuring that workforce development and skills policies are central to local growth agendas. 

















Figure 2: % Employment per each sector as a % of total employment (2023) [image: ]
   Source: BRES (2023) using total in employment
Discussion

How can the productivity agenda balance the strengths and needs of both urban and rural economies?

The sectoral and employment analysis demonstrates the uneven economic foundations across England’s regions. Urban authorities are typically characterised by higher employment shares in knowledge-intensive and high-value service sectors. By contrast, rural authorities retain stronger reliance on manufacturing, agriculture, and labour-intensive services. Policies rooted in agglomeration-led city-region models therefore risk reproducing urban-centric bias, offering only limited traction in rural or smaller-town economies where productivity drivers are structurally different. Since devolution was initially granted to city-regions, findings on productivity differences have themselves been complicated, and assumptions of straightforward “catch-up” through devolution are misleading. 

Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson (2023) emphasise a targeted approach of identifying gaps and weaknesses in lagging regions to close them. However, it is important to be careful that such an approach does not inadvertently reinforce a deficit model of regional development. Framing productivity challenges primarily in terms of “gaps” risks positioning regions against external benchmarks rather than recognising the value of context-specific strengths. For example, interpreting the absence of financial services as a structural weakness to be addressed through sectoral industrial policy overlooks the possibility that productivity may be more effectively enhanced by building on existing assets in manufacturing, tourism, or locally embedded institutions. In this sense, the analytical priority should be in identifying how productivity can best be delivered in the specific social, economic, and institutional context of each place, rather than assuming that success requires replicating the sectoral profile of more advanced regions.

While local strategies often seek alignment with national “superstar sectors” in the 2025 Industrial Strategy, there is widespread recognition of the need to broaden the sectoral base. The East Midlands Inclusive Growth Commission noted that a growth plan for Nottingham should inevitably differ from one for Mansfield, but the two should remain strategically connected. Importantly, it argued that local strategies must look beyond the eight nationally designated “superstar sectors” if they are to offer realistic pathways to higher pay and secure work for a broader section of the labour market. Indeed, only 15% of workers in the region are employed in those sectors (RSA, 2025). Similarly, the West Midlands has acknowledged that replicating the London model would be both inappropriate and counterproductive (West Midlands Combined Authority, 2025) instead opting to look at comparator areas such as Greater Porto. While Preston’s community wealth building approach centres on six anchor institutions to deliver localised economic benefits (Preston City Council, 2024) illustrates how productivity can be driven through embedding institutional collaboration in ways suited to local contexts.

Industrial policy is most valuable when designed strategically and systemically, addressing both demand- and supply-side factors while embedding synergies with complementary policies such as skills, education, training, and entrepreneurship (Sunley et al., 2022). This points to the strength of adopting a ‘systems of systems’ approach (Forrester, 1971; Meadows, 2009; Arnold and Wade, 2015), where industrial policy is understood as part of an interconnected framework spanning education, labour markets, innovation, infrastructure, and governance institutions, rather than as a standalone lever. By focusing on contextually grounded strategies, local and regional authorities can avoid prescriptive “catch-up” models and instead pursue productivity improvements aligned with their comparative advantages and local pathways to growth. 

This aligns with Pabst's (2025) calls for the restructuring of Whitehall into a Prime Minister’s Department to create an overarching economic strategy that integrates fragmented policy areas and also echoes an encouraging shift towards alternative approaches to productivity. Increasingly, integrated responses, such as trailblazer programmes in Greater Manchester and inclusive growth initiatives in the East Midlands, show a shift towards more holistic conceptions of productivity, addressing issues like economic inactivity alongside traditional growth drivers. This reflects wider academic debate. For example, Coyle (2025) has drawn attention to the limitations of orthodox productivity metrics, suggesting a need for more nuanced and holistic measures. 
How can governance architecture support effective policymaking in a complex and uneven landscape? 
The White Paper positions devolution as the mechanism that enables place-sensitive adaptation. However, historic asymmetric powers and uneven EMSA status and authority maturity may limit regions’ capabilities to do so, creating a paradox. Advanced metropolitan regions with Level 4 Trailblazer status can leverage capabilities and capacity to design proactive, innovation-led policies suited to their sectoral strengths. By contrast, newer or less empowered authorities may struggle to move beyond compliance with central government agendas. 

Mechanisms such as the Council of the Nations and Regions and the Mayoral Council or duty to collaborate in the Devolution and Community Empowerment Act are intended to address these concerns by embedding cooperation both vertically between central and local government and horizontally across devolved regions. Effective use of these forums, alongside the development of “horizontical” policy approaches that combine vertical guidance with horizontal knowledge exchange (Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson, 2023), will be central to ensuring that employment and productivity strategies can be effectively tailored across highly diverse regional economies. Mechanisms such as the Council of the Nations and Regions were designed to manage these challenges, but their limited statutory responsibilities and weak practical influence restrict their ability to shape effective policymaking. Lessons from abroad, such as Germany’s experience where metropolitan areas function as cooperative platforms rather than merely administrative units (Hildreth and Bailey, 2023), underline the need for sustained commitment to collaboration. 

Alongside the “superstar sectors” outlined in the Industrial Strategy (2025) and the White Paper’s emphasis on cities leveraging their productivity potential, there is a need to reflect on the role of the rural productivity agenda, which runs parallel to urban concerns. As a report from University of Cambridge and PolicyWISE has argued, working groups within the council, premised on examples from Germany, could help address diverse regional concerns (Walker, Kenny and Knight, 2025). Within Section 9 of the Devolution and Community Empowerment Act, the section outlines the appointment of up to 10 commissioners to assist the mayor in the exercise of mayor’s functions in related to the areas of competence. This provides capacity for collaboration if regions have rural affair commissioners. 

Ferry (2021) points out that this challenge is as much about political will and ideology as it is about institutional design. Each mayoral candidate will have their own ambitions for office and approach to doing so. Politics is a factor when we consider alignment with central government, as well as the political make-up of the Council of the Nations and Regions and Mayors’ willingness to engage.  Turner et al., (2023) emphasise the importance of united leadership from the Prime Minister in driving regional growth. This is particularly important in the UK where there is no constitutional basis for devolution and where attitudes towards devolution have shifted alongside political will. The grounding of productivity and growth in regions as evident in the White Paper, suggests a priority on regional growth. However, the architecture to do so needs further explicit commitment from central government and devolved regions with clear agenda, priorities and mechanisms for supporting both vertical and horizontal engagement.

Conclusion
Driving productivity fairly through devolution demands tailored regional strategies, sensitive to local structures, supported by both expanded devolved powers and stronger governance capacity. More nuanced measurement of productivity, coupled with governance arrangements that integrate vertical alignment with Westminster and meaningful horizontal cooperation among regions, will help prevent the reproduction of structural inequalities. If designed and empowered effectively, devolution can evolve beyond its current patchwork form and provide a genuine platform for inclusive, sustainable productivity growth across England’s diverse regional economies.
References
Arnold, R.D. and Wade, J.P. (2015) ‘A Definition of Systems Thinking: A Systems Approach’, Procedia Computer Science, 44, pp. 669–678. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2015.03.050.
Bailey, D., Pitelis, C.N. and Tomlinson, P.R. (2023) ‘Place-based industrial and regional strategy – levelling the playing field’, Regional Studies, 57(6), pp. 977–983. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2023.2168260.
Barca, F., McCann, P. and Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2012) ‘The Case for Regional Development Intervention: Place-Based Versus Place-Neutral Approaches’, Journal of Regional Science, 52(1), pp. 134–152. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9787.2011.00756.x.
Barnett, N. (2024) ‘Meeting the critical challenge: re-tooling and re-founding defences of local democratic institutions’, Local Government Studies, 50(6), pp. 980–988. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2024.2401922.
Beel, D., Jones, M. and Rees Jones, I. (2018) ‘Elite city-deals for economic growth? Problematizing the complexities of devolution, city-region building, and the (re)positioning of civil society’, Space and Polity, 22(3), pp. 307–327. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2018.1532788.
Boyd, R. and Walker, P. (2026) ‘After Burnham’s reign, battle begins for Greater Manchester’s mayoral crown’, The Guardian, 22 June. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2026/jun/22/battle-begins-for-burnham-greater-manchester-mayoral-crown (Accessed: 22 June 2026).
Brandily, P. et al. (2022) What would it take to narrow the UK’s productivity disparities? Available at: https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Bridging-the-gap.pdf.
BRES (2023) Business Register and Employment Survey - Office for National Statistics. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/surveys/informationforbusinesses/businesssurveys/businessregisterandemploymentsurvey (Accessed: 1 October 2025).
Chien, S.-S. (2008) ‘The Isomorphism of Local Development Policy: A Case Study of the Formation and Transformation of National Development Zones in Post-Mao Jiangsu, China’, Urban Studies, 45(2), pp. 273–294. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098007085963.
Coffey, D., Thornley, C. and Tomlinson, P.R. (2023) ‘Industrial policy, productivity and place: London as a “role model” and High Speed 2 (HS2)’, Regional Studies, 57(6), pp. 1171–1183. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2022.2110226.
Corradini, C., Morris, D. and Vanino, E. (2023) ‘Towards a regional approach for skills policy’, Regional Studies, 57(6), pp. 1043–1054. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2022.2031950.
Coyle, D. (2025) The Measure of Progress, Counting what really matters. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Coyle, D. and Mei, J.-C. (2022) Diagnosing the UK Productivity  Slowdown: Which Sectors Matter  and Why? Working Paper No.018 Version 1. Manchester: The Productivity Institute. Available at: https://www.productivity.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/WP018-Diagnosing-the-UK-productivity-slowdown-FINAL-v1-140422.pdf (Accessed: 7 July 2025).
Diemer, A. et al. (2022) ‘The Regional Development Trap in Europe’, Economic Geography, 98(5), pp. 487–509. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00130095.2022.2080655.
Fai, F.M. and Tomlinson, P.R. (2023) ‘Levelling up or down? Addressing regional inequalities in the UK’, Contemporary Social Science, 18(3–4), pp. 285–297. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2023.2282161.
Faulkner, P. (2025) Lancashire will get elected mayor, deputy prime minister says, Lancashire will get elected mayor, deputy prime minister says. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c7890jempmvo (Accessed: 20 August 2025).
Ferry, M. (2021) ‘Pulling things together: regional policy coordination approaches and drivers in Europe’, Policy and Society, 40(1), pp. 37–57. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/14494035.2021.1934985.
Forrester, Jay., W. (1971) World Dynamics. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Wright-Allen Press, INC.
Giovannini, A. (2021) ‘The 2021 Metro Mayors Elections: Localism Rebooted?’, The Political Quarterly, 92(3), pp. 474–485. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.13036.
GOV.UK (2023) Guidance for Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and local and combined authorities: integration of LEP functions into local democratic institutions, GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-enterprise-partnerships-integration-of-lep-functions-into-local-democratic-institutions/guidance-for-local-enterprise-partnerships-leps-and-local-and-combined-authorities-integration-of-lep-functions-into-local-democratic-institutions (Accessed: 17 June 2026).
GOV.UK (2024a) Technical paper on Level 4 devolution framework, Technical paper on Level 4 devolution framework. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/technical-paper-on-level-4-devolution-framework/technical-paper-on-level-4-devolution-framework (Accessed: 20 August 2025).
GOV.UK (2024b) Update on Level 4 devolution: Confirmation of eligibility for West Yorkshire, South Yorkshire, Liverpool City Region and the West Midlands, GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/update-on-level-4-devolution-confirmation-of-eligibility-for-west-yorkshire-south-yorkshire-liverpool-city-region-and-the-west-midlands (Accessed: 19 June 2026).
GOV.UK (2024c) North East Mayoral Combined Authority deeper devolution deal, GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/north-east-deeper-devolution-deal (Accessed: 19 June 2026).
GOV.UK (2025a) SAHP 2026 to 2036: Strategic priorities in Established Mayoral Strategic Authority areas, GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/sahp-2026-to-2036-strategic-priorities-in-established-mayoral-strategic-authority-areas (Accessed: 18 June 2026).
GOV.UK (2025b) Sector Plans, GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-sector-plans/sector-plans (Accessed: 23 September 2025).
Harris, R. and Moffat, J. (2015) ‘Total Factor Productivity Growth in Local Enterprise Partnership Regions in Britain, 1997–2008’, Regional Studies, 49(6), pp. 1019–1041. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2013.799770.
Henderson, D., Dalton, G. and Paun, A. (2023) Trailblazer devolution deals, Institute for Government. Available at: https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainer/trailblazer-devolution-deals (Accessed: 20 August 2025).
Hildreth, P. and Bailey, D. (2023) ‘Levelling-up beyond the metropolis: is the UK government’s preferred governance model appropriate?’, Contemporary Social Science, 18(3–4), pp. 449–468. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2023.2233931.
Keating, M., Cairney, P. and Hepburn, E. (2012) ‘Policy Convergence, Transfer and Learning in the UK under Devolution’, Regional & Federal Studies, 22(3), pp. 289–307. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13597566.2012.688272.
Kleider, H. and Toubeau, S. (2022) ‘Public policy in multi-level systems: A new research agenda for the study of regional-level policy’, Regional & Federal Studies, 32(3), pp. 277–305. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13597566.2021.2018681.
legislation.gov.uk (2014) The Durham, Gateshead, Newcastle Upon Tyne, North Tyneside, Northumberland, South Tyneside and Sunderland Combined Authority Order 2014. King’s Printer of Acts of Parliament. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2014/1012/contents (Accessed: 18 June 2026).
legislation.gov.uk (2023) Levelling-up and Regeneration Act 2023. Statute Law Database. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/55/part/2/chapter/1 (Accessed: 18 June 2026).
legislation.gov.uk (2026) English Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026. King’s Printer of Acts of Parliament. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2026/23/enacted (Accessed: 5 June 2026).
LGA (2025) Devolution deals | Local Government Association, Devolution deals. Available at: https://www.local.gov.uk/topics/devolution/devolution-hub/devolution-deals (Accessed: 20 August 2025).
Martin, R. et al. (2016) ‘Spatially Rebalancing the UK Economy: Towards a New Policy Model?’, Regional Studies, 50(2), pp. 342–357. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2015.1118450.
Martin, R. et al. (2017) Cities and The National Productivity Problem, Cities and	The National	Productivity	Problem Evidence	Submitted to	the	UK Government’s Industrial	Strategy	 Green	Paper Consultation. Available at: https://www.cityevolutions.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Project-Submission-to-Industrial-Strategy.pdf (Accessed: 4 June 2025).
McCann, P. (2024) ‘Levelling up: the need for an institutionally coordinated approach to regional and national productivity’, Regional Studies, 58(5), pp. 1145–1156. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2023.2234409.
McKiernan, J. (2025) New mayoral elections to be delayed in four areas of England, BBC News. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c5yjg2r7z9zo (Accessed: 17 June 2026).
Meadows, Donella., H. (2009) Thinking in Systems. A Primer. Earthscan: London.
MHCLG (2024) English Devolution White Paper: Power and Partnership: Foundations for Growth.
Millson, G. (2025) Council leader seeks referendum on Lancashire elected mayor, Lancashire will get elected mayor, deputy prime minister says. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/clyx702z1wdo (Accessed: 20 August 2025).
Morphet, J. and Denham, J. (2023) ‘Trailblazer devolution deals: The next oxymoron in the policy litany of sub-national governance in England?’, Local Economy, 38(8), pp. 755–772. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/02690942241270570.
Mourougane, A. and Jung Kim, E. (2020) Boosting productivity in the United Kingdom’s service sectors. OECD Economics Department Working Papers No. 1629. Available at: https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2020/11/boosting-productivity-in-the-united-kingdom-s-service-sectors_19965b3e/78f4022e-en.pdf (Accessed: 5 August 2025).
North of Tyne Combined Authority (2024) North of Tyne Combined Authority, NEMSA. Available at: https://www.northeast-ca.gov.uk/north-of-tyne-ca (Accessed: 18 June 2026).
OECD (2009) Regions Matter, OECD. Available at: https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/regions-matter_9789264076525-en.html (Accessed: 18 August 2025).
O’Grady, S. (2024) Is Starmer’s Council of Regions and Nations a federalist talking shop?, The Independent. Available at: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/politics-explained/council-of-nations-and-regions-mayors-scotland-wales-labour-b2578363.html (Accessed: 9 August 2024).
ONS (2025a) Regional gross value added (balanced) by industry: all ITL regions - Office for National Statistics. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossvalueaddedgva/datasets/nominalandrealregionalgrossvalueaddedbalancedbyindustry (Accessed: 6 August 2025).
ONS (2025b) Rural Urban Classification (2021) of Local Authority Districts (2024) in EW. Available at: https://www.data.gov.uk/dataset/8daa9988-f4e6-40e3-82df-58bb0ae947a3/rural-urban-classification-2021-of-local-authority-districts-2024-in-ew (Accessed: 8 August 2025).
ONS (2025c) Subregional productivity: labour productivity indices by combined authorities and economic enterprise regions - Office for National Statistics. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/datasets/subregionalproductivitylabourproductivityindicesbycombinedauthoritiesandeconomicenterpriseregions (Accessed: 6 August 2025).
ONS (2025d) Subregional productivity: labour productivity indices by UK ITL2 and ITL3 subregions - Office for National Statistics. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/datasets/subregionalproductivitylabourproductivitygvaperhourworkedandgvaperfilledjobindicesbyuknuts2andnuts3subregions (Accessed: 6 August 2025).
Pabst, A. (2025) ‘Raising Regional Productivity’, Joining up pro-productivity policies in the UK. London: The National Institute of Economic and Social Research, pp. 63–76.
Peck, J. (2011) ‘Geographies of policy: From transfer-diffusion to mobility-mutation’, Progress in Human Geography, 35(6), pp. 773–797. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132510394010.
Plymouth.gov.uk (2025) Councils collaborate on devolution plans, Councils collaborate on devolution plans. Available at: https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/news/councils-collaborate-devolution-plans (Accessed: 20 August 2025).
Pope, T., Dalton, G. and Coggins, M. (2023) How can devolution deliver regional growth in England? Available at: https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-05/devolution-and-regional-growth-england.pdf (Accessed: 2 August 2024).
Preston City Council (2024) Productivity Plan - July 2024, Preston City Council. Available at: https://www.preston.gov.uk/productivityplan (Accessed: 22 September 2025).
Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2008) ‘The Rise of the “City-region” Concept and its Development Policy Implications’, European Planning Studies, 16(8), pp. 1025–1046. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/09654310802315567.
Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2013) ‘Do Institutions Matter for Regional Development?’, Regional Studies, 47(7), pp. 1034–1047. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2012.748978.
RSA (2025) East Midlands Inclusive Growth Commission, final report. Available at: https://www.thersa.org/reports/east-midlands-inclusive-growth-commission-final-report/ (Accessed: 22 September 2025).
Schneider, C. and Cottineau, C. (2019) ‘Decentralisation Versus Territorial Inequality: A Comparative Review of English City Region Policy Discourse’, Urban Science, 3(3), p. 90. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/urbansci3030090.
Shutt, J. and Liddle, J. (2019) ‘Are Combined Authorities in England strategic and fit for purpose?’, Local Economy, 34(2), pp. 196–207. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0269094219839956.
Sunley, P. et al. (2022) ‘Industrial policies, strategy and the UK’s Levelling Up agenda’, Local Economy, 37(5), pp. 403–418. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/02690942221149007.
Tilley, H. et al. (2023) ‘A place-based system? Regional policy levers and the UK’s productivity challenge’, Regional Studies, 57(10), pp. 2102–2114. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2022.2152436.
Turner, D. et al. (2023) Why hasn’t UK regional policy worked? The views of leading practitioners. Harvard Kennedy School. Available at: https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/mrcbg/files/Final_AWP_216_2.pdf (Accessed: 20 August 2024).
Van Ark, B. (2025) ‘UK Regional Productivity: Insights from the 2025 ONS Sub-Regional Estimates’, The Productivity Institute. Available at: https://www.productivity.ac.uk/news/uk-regional-productivity-insights-from-the-2025-ons-sub-regional-estimates/ (Accessed: 10 October 2025).
Walker, A., Kenny, M. and Knight, D. (2025) A More Collaborative Way of Governing? Why the UK’s Council of the Nations and Regions Matters. University of Cambridge, The Open University, PolicyWISE. Available at: https://www.policywise.org.uk/sites/www.policywise.org.uk/files/The%20Council%20of%20the%20Nations%20and%20Regions%20Report.pdf (Accessed: 1 October 2025).
Warner, S. et al. (2024) ‘The challenge of devolved English governance and the rise of political spatial inequality’, Parliamentary Affairs [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsae024.
West Midlands Combined Authority (2025) Inclusive Growth, Inclusive Growth. Available at: https://www.wmca.org.uk/what-we-do/inclusive-growth/ (Accessed: 22 September 2025).


2

image3.png
Agriculture, forestry and fishing

YNY ssssss— 4.5%
—— 5.6%
e—— 3.0%

— 1.1%

m 0.2%

1 0.1%

== 0.4%

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5% 6%

Construction

YNY s 5 0%
EEE—— 6.0%
e 5.7%
—— (.9
I—— 1.7%
——— 4.1%
—— 5.0%

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 2% 4% 6% 8%

Transportation and storage

YNY  —— 4.0%
—— 4.0%
—— 5.4%
———— /7%,
—— 4.7 %
I 5.5,
———— /.8

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5% 6%

Info and Comms

YNY o—— 2.1%
Cumbria s 1.2%
Norfolk and Suffolk  E—— 2.1%
Hampshire and lofW =~ ——  /.3%
Greater Manchester e —————————  4.4%
West Midlands ~ m— 2.8%
West of England  n—— 30

0% 2% 4% 6% 8%

Professional, scientific and technical

YNY oss——— 7.8%
Cumbria =e—— 5.6%
Norfolk and Suffolk ~ E———————— 5.9%
Hampshire and Isle of Wight -——— 3.0%
Greater Manchester e — ———————————— 11.4%
West Midlands ~ n——— 8.3%
West of England  —— 1 .30,

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12%

Public administration and defence

YNY  e—— 4.7%
——— 3.2%
—— 4.2%
I 4.7%
——— 4.6%
——— 4.7%
————— ()%

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 2% 4% 6% 8%

Human health and social work activities

YNY  e— 11.6%

—— 12.4%

—— /|2
I 14.0%
—— 14.0%
——— ]4.5%
——— 3 %)

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

Manufacturing

YNY s 9.0%
— 5.9 %
I 9.2%
IE——— 7.2%

I 7.0%
I 3.9%

I 5.3%

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 5% 10% 15%

Wholesale and retail trade

YNY s 14.2%
I 14.3%
—— 15.5%
I 15.4%
I 14.4%
I 14.3%
I 11.8%

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

Accom and food service

YNY Sass——— 11.8%
—— 12.0%
—— 8.6%
I 3.7%
I G.5%
I 7.5%
I .S

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 5% 10% 15%

Financial and insurance activities

YNY es——— 2.4%

mmm— 0.9%

I 2.7%
I .67
I 3.1%
I 3.0%
I 4.5 %

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5%

Admin and support service activities

YNY s 7.3%
I 4.8%
I 8.1%
I /.6%
I O.0%
I ©.7%
I 7.5%

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Isle of Wight
Greater Manchester

West Midlands

West of England

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12%

Education

YNY s 8.3%
I 6.4%
—— 7 .8%
I—— 3.5%
I 3.1%
— 0.7 %
I 8.0%

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and lofW
Greater Manchester
West Midlands
West of England

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12%




image4.svg
                       0.4%  0.1%  0.2%  1.1%  3.0%  5.6%  4.5%  0%  1%  2%  3%  4%  5%  6%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Agriculture, forestry and fishing                    5.3%  8.9%  7.0%  7.2%  9.2%  15.9%  9.0%  0%  5%  10%  15%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Manufacturing                    5.0%  4.1%  4.7%  4.9%  5.7%  6.0%  5.0%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Construction                    4.8%  5.5%  4.7%  4.7%  5.4%  4.0%  4.0%  0%  1%  2%  3%  4%  5%  6%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Transportation  and storage                    11.8%  14.3%  14.4%  15.4%  15.5%  14.3%  14.2%  0%  5%  10%  15%  20%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Wholesale  and retail trade                    6.8%  7.5%  6.5%  8.7%  8.6%  12.0%  11.8%  0%  5%  10%  15%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Accom  and food  service                    6.3%  2.8%  4.4%  4.8%  2.1%  1.2%  2.1%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Info and Comms                    4.5%  3.0%  3.1%  2.6%  2.7%  0.9%  2.4%  0%  1%  2%  3%  4%  5%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Financial  and insurance activities                    11.8%  8.3%  11.4%  8.0%  5.9%  5.6%  7.8%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  12%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Isle of Wight  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Professional  , scientific and technical                    6.0%  4.7%  4.6%  4.7%  4.2%  3.2%  4.7%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Public  administration and  defence                    13.9%  14.5%  14.0%  14.0%  14.2%  12.4%  11.6%  0%  5%  10%  15%  20%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Human  health and social work activities                    7.5%  9.7%  9.9%  7.6%  8.1%  4.8%  7.3%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  12%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Isle of Wight  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Admin  and support service activities                    8.9%  9.7%  8.1%  8.5%  7.8%  6.4%  8.3%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  12%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and IofW  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Education


image1.png
Agriculture, forestry and fishing

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

—— 0 030/,

—— 2.43%
——— 2.29%

m— 0.36%

1 0.05%

1 0.04%

= 0.10%

1% 1% 2% 2% 3% 3%

Construction

—— G.5%
—— G 3
I 8.6%
——— 5.8%
—— .4
I G.8%
——— G.1%

2% 4% 6% 8%  10%

Transportation and storage

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

———— 3.4%
——— 3.8%
—— /| 30,
I 3.8%
—— 3.8%
I 3.9%
——— 3.0,

1% 2% 3% 4% 5%

Info and Comms

— 2.0%

m— 1.2%

—— 2.7%
—— 5O,
—— 5.1%
— 3.7%
—— .7 %

2% 4% 6% 8%

Professional, scientific and technical

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

——— G.1%
— /.5

s 3.9%
——— 7.4%
I 10.2%
—— .5
E—— O.8%

2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12%

Public admin and defence

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

I 7.0%
—— 4.5%
—— 0%
I 7.0%
—— /.5
—— 5.5
—— .5y

2% 4% 6% 8%

Human health and social work

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

I 7.8%
—— O .0%
I 0.2%
—— 3.3%
I 10.3%
IE——— 10.6%
I 3.7%

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12%

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

Manufacturing

I 12.0%
I 21.8%
—— 11.4%
I ©.5%

——— 8.3%

IE—— 12.0%

I 7.9%

5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Wholesale and retail trade

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

—— 10.8%
EEE——— 10.2%
I 10.2%
I 12 .2%
I 11.5%
I 10.2%
I S.4%

5% 10% 15%

Accom and food service

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

I 4.4%
—— 5.9%
—— 3.1%
I 2.6%

I 2.8%

— 2.3%

——— 2.1%

2% 4% 6% 8%

Finance and Insurance

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

I 6.1%
mm—— 1.8%
I C.1%
I 5.4%
E— ] .5%
I 3.1%
I 6.5%

2% 4% 6% 8%  10%

Admin and support services

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

YNY

Cumbria

Norfolk and Suffolk
Hampshire and Solent
Greater Manchester
West Midlands

West of England

0%

e 4.1%

— 3.0%

—— 4.8%
I 5.0%
I G .3%
I 5.3%
I ©.0%

2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12%

Education

I G.2%
—— 4.8%
I 6.2%
I 5.7%
I 6.8%
I 8.9%
I 7.6 %

0% 2% 8% 10%

4% 6%




image2.svg
                       0.10%  0.04%  0.05%  0.36%  2.29%  2.43%  2.23%  0%  1%  1%  2%  2%  3%  3%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Agriculture, forestry and fishing                    7.9%  12.0%  8.3%  9.5%  11.4%  21.8%  12.0%  0%  5%  10%  15%  20%  25%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Manufacturing                    6.1%  6.8%  6.4%  5.8%  8.6%  6.3%  6.5%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Construction                    8.4%  10.2%  11.5%  12.2%  10.2%  10.2%  10.8%  0%  5%  10%  15%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Wholesale and retail trade                    3.2%  3.9%  3.8%  3.8%  4.3%  3.8%  3.4%  0%  1%  2%  3%  4%  5%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Transportation and storage                    2.1%  2.3%  2.8%  2.6%  3.1%  5.9%  4.4%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Accom and food service                    6.7%  3.7%  5.1%  5.9%  2.7%  1.2%  2.0%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Info and Comms                    6.5%  8.1%  7.5%  5.4%  6.1%  1.8%  6.1%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Finance and Insurance                    9.8%  6.5%  10.2%  7.4%  3.9%  4.5%  6.1%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  12%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Professional, scientific and technical                    9.9%  5.3%  6.3%  5.9%  4.8%  3.0%  4.1%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  12%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Admin and support services                    6.5%  5.5%  4.5%  7.0%  6.0%  4.5%  7.0%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Public admin and defence                    7.6%  8.9%  6.8%  5.7%  6.2%  4.8%  6.2%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Education                    8.7%  10.6%  10.3%  8.3%  9.2%  9.0%  7.8%  0%  2%  4%  6%  8%  10%  12%  West of England  West Midlands  Greater Manchester  Hampshire and Solent  Norfolk and Suffolk  Cumbria  YNY  Human health and social work


