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Directors’ Welcome
It has been an exciting year for us since the official launch of the Productivity Insights Network in March 2018 at 
the Nesta offices in London. Over the past 12 months the Productivity Insights Network has established itself as 
a platform for changing the tone of the productivity debate, and a catalyst for developing new insights on the UK 
productivity puzzle. Social science is at the core of the Productivity Insights Network, and we are committed to 
fostering interdisciplinary debate, as well as engaging with partners from the public and private sectors, and civic 
society more widely.

The first task of the Productivity Insights Network saw our Co-Investigators carrying out Evidence Reviews and Gap 
Analysis reports to highlight what we do and do not know about productivity across our seven thematic pillars. These 
reviews have generated considerable interest, and will be published by Edward Elgar as an edited collection titled 
‘Productivity Perspectives’ in Summer 2019. The collection sets the scene for the wider programme of activity as the 
Productivity Insights Network moves into its second year.

One way that the Productivity Insights Network has sought to initiate new conversations and support new research 
insights is through our interdisciplinary Productivity Project Fund. In the first open call the Productivity Insights 
Network funded eight small projects and four larger research projects, all of which are showcased over the following 
pages. The Productivity Project Fund has supported a broad range of topics that bring together teams from academia 
with a public, private and third sector partners. We are pleased to be launching our second funding round at the 
conference, and hope to build our portfolio of funded projects.

A highly successful Early Career Sandpit event held in late 2018 brought together a dynamic cohort of researchers 
looking to make their impact on the productivity debate. As well as providing seed funding to aid in the 
development of projects, those involved had the opportunity to hear from a range of senior academics and 
stakeholders working in fields related to productivity. We are delighted that following our inaugural conference we 
will be hosting another Early Career Sandpit, exploring the frontiers of productivity research and the nature and 
challenge of collaborative research. 

The Productivity Insights Network team of co-investigators have sought to change the tone of the debate by leading 
and participating in a variety of workshops, business breakfasts and regional roundtables across the country. These 
include collaborations with BEIS, Department for Transport, TUC, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, the OECD and a 
number of Local Enterprise Partnerships across England. We are pleased to be working closely with BEIS and the 
Industrial Strategy Council to share learning and insights from those engaged with the Productivity Insights Network .

As we move forward, a key challenge of the Productivity Insights Network is to advance the productivity debate 
through new interdisciplinary perspectives. The questions of lagging productivity performance in the UK’s weaker 
regions, the diffusion and dissemination of knowledge, and the long tail of unproductive businesses are more than 
academic in nature. Our work is about productivity research and practice, and we remain committed to building 
capacity and making a difference. We very much look forward to sharing our progress with you in the future and 
hope that you will continue to be part of our journey.

Enjoy the conference, and thank you for participating.

Professor Philip McCann • Professor Tim Vorley  
PIN co-directors 
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The ESRC’s Productivity Portfolio
I am delighted to join you all at this inaugural conference.  Improving the UK’s productivity record is an urgent 
challenge, one which I wish to see ESRC and the wider social science community address through innovative 
research and impactful collaborations.  PIN’s work is integral to this goal, by providing an accessible route for 
researchers of all backgrounds to make a difference to productivity in the UK.

ESRC has a history of supporting world class researchers to deliver impactful productivity research.  The 
Centre for Microeconomic Analysis of Public Policy at the Institute for Fiscal Studies, the Centre for Economic 
Performance as well as the Enterprise Research Centre represent the best of social science and what it can 
achieve. The What Works Centre for Local Economic Growth offers critically important resources for policy 
makers and practitioners who want to create creating sustainable local economies.  The Enterprise Research 
Centre’s work on small business dynamics reaches the highest level of government in the UK and beyond.

We are committed to doing much more.  Our investment in PIN has been joined this year by a 
suite of management practices and employee engagement projects, many of which have 
real world application built into them from the outset.  We are currently developing 
our next phase of productivity research investment, which we intend will provide the 
next generation capability for research and innovation that the UK needs.  We are not 
shy of being ambitious in our goals for investing in productivity research and we invite 
social scientists, wherever they are based and whatever their background, to take part 
in this exciting journey, where societal benefits are at the heart of our endeavour.  

Professor Jennifer Rubin • Executive Chair of the ESRC

Conference Agenda
Wednesday 13th March 2019, 9:30 – 16:30, Firth Hall, The University of Sheffield.

TIME SESSION

09:00 – 09:30 REGISTRATION AND REFRESHMENTS

09:30 – 09:50 WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION

09:50 – 10:30 RESTORING CONVERGENCE: PRODUCTIVITY 
AND PROSPERITY IN BRITAIN’S REGIONS
Sir Paul Collier 

Professor of Economics and Public Policy Blavatnik 
School of Government, University of Oxford.

10:30 – 11:30 PANEL DISCUSSION 1
“Productivity in Place”

11:30 – 11:50 COFFEE BREAK

11:50 – 12:00
NETWORK UPDATE
Professors Philip McCann and Tim Vorley
PIN Co-Directors

12:00 – 12:40
IN PURSUIT OF PRODUCTIVITY: INSTITUTIONAL 
FORM AND PRACTICE
Murray Sherwin

Chair of the New Zealand Productivity Commission

12:40 – 13:20 LUNCH

13:20 – 14:20 PANEL DISCUSSION 2
“PRODUCTIVITY IN PRACTICE”

14:20 – 15:00 THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RESEARCH 
COUNCIL’S PRODUCTIVITY PORTFOLIO
Professor Jennifer Rubin

Executive Chair of the ESRC

15:00 – 16:00 PANEL DISCUSSION 3
“Productivity Prospects”

16:00 – 16:30 CLOSING DISCUSSION & REFRESHMENTS 

Productivity  
Perspectives 
EDITED BY:  
PHILIP MCCANN AND TIM VORLEY

The Productivity Insights Network team 
are delighted to announce the forthcoming 
publication by Edward Elgar. This edited 
collection presents a state-of- the-art review 
of our knowledge about the various drivers 
and inhibitors of productivity in the UK. The 
productivity puzzle arguably represents the 
defining challenges facing the contemporary 
economy, yet researchers and practitioners 
are struggling to understand, explain and 
respond to the problem. The collection 
will be of interest to audiences across 
academia, government, industry and civil 
society looking for new perspectives on the 
productivity debate. 

Productivity  
Perspectives 

Edited by: 
PHILIP MCCANN AND TIM VORLEY
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PIONEER PROJECTS
Productivity Project Funding: Round 1

Productivity – what do UK  
manufacturers really think?
Project Lead: Professor Jillian MacBryde 
 (University of Strathclyde)

Housing: Real Economic Infrastructure  
with Productivity Effects
Project Lead:  Professor Duncan Maclennan 
 (University of Glasgow)

Project overview
Perhaps counter intuitively, productivity is not a ‘hot 
boardroom’ topic, nor is it necessarily a key focus of 
management and workforce meetings in the workplace. 
This investigation will analyse what, if any, ‘productivity 
narratives’ are shaping ideas in UK manufacturers at 
workforce, management and boardroom levels today. The 
outputs will provide a novel insight into how productivity 
is perceived; the key influences that drive, constrain and 
enable productivity; and the future challenges that UK 
manufacturers face. 

The problem
Productivity issues for UK manufacturing were highlighted 
by The Manufacturers Association, Make UK, in their 2018 
report “Unpacking the Puzzle”.  However, there remains 
a limited amount of information from UK manufacturers 
themselves about how productivity is perceived and 
assessed at the firm level, and the factors contributing 
to productivity success and failure.  There is also a lack 
of insight about how employees across different levels 
of the firm hierarchy perceive productivity and view their 
contribution to its improvement. These factors constrain our 
understanding about what is really happening in firms and, 
in turn, limit how we might improve productivity success.  By 
investigating the productivity realities faced by firms, there 
is an opportunity to obtain a more accurate insight into how 
this topic is discussed and use the findings to inform policy 
and support interventions.

What we are doing about it
We are examining companies in four key UK manufacturing 
sectors: food & drink, automotive, aerospace and 
pharmaceuticals by interviewing employees at different 
levels across the companies, undertaking site visits and 
reviewing company and sector data. We are also hosting a 
series of round table workshops to bring together industry 
and policymakers, share our findings and gather feedback.  
Our findings will be shared via reports, case studies, industry 
articles, presentations and journal papers. 

 Who we are working with
This collaboration involves The Universities of Strathclyde 
(Professor Jillian MacBryde) York (Professor Peter Ball), 
Aston (Professor Ben Clegg) and Bristol (Professor Palie 
Smart).  The partners are founding members of the EPSRC 
Manufacturing Futures group and have spent years working 
with UK manufacturers to improve their operations.  We are 
also engaging with a number of stakeholders from industry 
and economic development organisations such as the Make 
UK, Be The Business, CBI, IET and Scottish Enterprise.  

How we think this can change the tone of the debate
We are aiming to provide a much-needed firm-level 
perspective about the realities of how productivity is 
viewed and measured, the factors that drive, constrain and 
enable it, and the future challenges that UK manufacturers 
face. We will use the findings to recommend how 
productivity can be more accurately reflected, leading to 
a broader consideration of productivity and alternative 
measurement metrics.  

Rising real house prices and rents have been the dominant 
housing market outcomes of the last two decades in 
growing metropolitan areas across the UK and other 
advanced economies. The affordability consequences of 
these processes, and now the potential market instabilities 
associated with them, now command significant attention 
in research and policy. These price and rent consequences 
of market pressures have lowered residual incomes, altered 
housing tenure choices, forced new low income mobilities 
and, often, displaced low and middle income households 
away from dense areas of jobs to remoter, suburban 
locations. Yet, despite the large scale of housing spending, 
debts and assets in the economies of UK households and 
cities policy and research have paid scant attention to the 
productivity consequences of these housing outcomes.

 This study provides a new approach to both addressing 
how policymakers and planners understand how housing 
outcomes impact metropolitan growth and productivity 
and improving the ‘housing’ dimension of regional 
and urban studies of economic change. The study has 
integrated recent work (Maclennan et al, 2015; 2018) to 
develop a practical framework for identifying how different 
housing outcomes impact growth drivers. Evidence for the 
existence of these effects and examples of how some of 
these major effects can be modelled and measured have 

been developed and the project is entering a new phase. 
In conjunction with Places for People, the UK’s largest 
non-profit housing provider with a UK wide portfolio the 
research team are initiating three illustrative UK case 
studies (the Cambridge-Oxford Corridor; Newcastle in 
the context of the Northern Powerhouse; and Edinburgh) 
to develop exploratory conversations across economic 
development agencies, housing authorities and strategic 
planners to unravel how housing disappears in local 
economic decision taking. A new policy planning and policy 
conversation about housing and its productivity effects will 
be developed at these local and national levels to catalyse 
a wider change of approach across the cities and regions of 
the UK. 

• Productivity effects of housing outcomes are 
ignored in policy

• We are framing new ways of evidencing the issues 

• Places for People are helping us to generate a new 
UK conversation 

• Housing is economic infrastructure and business 
and households already understand that 
housing outcomes shape their productivity and 
performance

We want to understand what UK manufacturers really think about 
productivity. Are people within manufacturing firms actually talking 
about in their boardrooms and shop floors? And, if they are, are they 
talking about the same thing as the economists and politicians? These are 
the type of questions that we are exploring in this project. ”

“The study is providing a new conversation and 
potential approaches that will improve productivity 
thinking, urban economic strategies and housing 
policy cases and measures”
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PIONEER PROJECTS
Productivity Project Funding: Round 1

Returning to Work  
and Thriving at Work
Project Lead:  Professor Karina Nielsen  
 (University of Sheffield)

Measuring Regional  
Skills Mismatch
Project Lead:  Jyldz Djumalieva 
 (Nesta)

This project explores how we can promote sustainable 
return to work among workers with Common Mental 
Disorders (CMDs) such as anxiety, depression and stress, 
i.e. help workers sustain work and be productive at work 
after prolonged sickness absence due to CMDs. According 
to the OECD, 15% of the working population suffer from 
CMDs and 50% of workers with CMDs at some point 
go on long-term sickness absence. Despite remission, 
workers returning have poorer work functioning and are 
at risk of dismissals due to low productivity. Sustaining 
productive and high quality jobs for workers with CMDs is 
an overlooked problem.

We are interviewing employees who have returned to 
work after a period of sick leave due to anxiety, stress or 
depression. We are studying what resources help workers 
stay and be productive at work after they have returned. 
We explored the importance of their own resources, e.g. 
how they shape their jobs, the support from family, friends 
and colleagues, the support from line managers, and 
resources made available through the GP. We also look 
at the importance of counselling services, occupational 
health and Human Resources in putting in place supportive 
measures. In addition, we talk to a smaller group of line 
managers about how they support these workers but also 
how they themselves feel supported in providing support. 

On our steering group, we are lucky to have 
representatives from key stakeholders in the field, 
including DWP, Mind, Institute for Mental Health and ACAS. 

We are trying to change the tone of the debate by shifting 
the focus from the period where workers are off sick to 
the period after they return. We will develop practicable 
guidelines for how to support workers returning to a job 
that allows them to thrive and be productive. 

The problem
Skills investment is an important driver of growth, and so 
a mismatch between the skills that individuals have and 
the skills that employers need can significantly hamper 
growth. According to OECD research, the UK could boost its 
productivity by 5% if it reduced the level of skill mismatch 
to OECD best practice levels (McGowan and Andrews, 
2015). Evidence also suggests that there are large regional 
variations in skill shortages. For instance, among Local 
Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) in England, the skill shortage 
rates for skilled trade roles range from 26% in the Cheshire 
and Warrington LEP to 73% in the Black Country LEP (Centre 
for Progressive Policy, 2018).

What we are doing about it
We are developing an alternative approach to measuring 
regional skill mismatches that will combine official labour 
market statistics with data on skill demands extracted 
from online job adverts. This approach will address the 
limitations of the existing measures of skill mismatch, 
which tend to rely on data collected via surveys. Due to 
their cost, surveys are limited in scope and frequency. In 
contrast, online job adverts offer near real-time data on 
employer needs and can be collected at scale. Employer 
requirements, as expressed in job adverts, also provide a 
more direct measure of skills than educational attainment, 
which is often used as a proxy for skills. And online job 

adverts can be located geographically, which allows us to 
estimate skill mismatches at a regional level. We also aim 
to investigate the impact of transport infrastructure on skill 
mismatches, by incorporating data on the cost and duration 
of commute.

Who we are working with
We are partnering with the West Midlands Combined 
Authority (WMCA) to evaluate the usefulness of the 
methodology for measuring skill mismatches at a local level. 
Input from the WMCA will ensure that the findings can be 
fed directly into regional decision making on skills funding. 
We are also organizing several workshops with other local 
authorities to understand the challenges that they face 
around measuring and addressing skill mismatches.

Changing the tone of the debate
Improving the match between local demand and supply 
for skills is a key ingredient for accelerating productivity 
and delivering economic growth. We believe that through 
this research we can help strengthen regions’ capabilities 
around identifying skill mismatches and creating skill 
systems that meet the needs of the economy. 

“One of our preliminary key findings is the importance of line managers in 
supporting return to work. Organisations can have great return to work 
policies but if they are not used, they do not help returned workers thrive and 
be productive after work. We need to train line managers to understand post-
return support and how they can provide the appropriate support over time.”

“Improving the match between local demand and 
supply for skills is a key ingredient for accelerating 
productivity and delivering economic growth.”
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SMALL PROJECTS
Productivity Project Funding: Round 1

Exploring the relationship between 
non-cognitive skills and  productivity
Project Lead: Alex Beard

Real Journey Time –  
Real City Size
Project Lead: Dr Tom Forth

The Divergence of  
Product and Pay
Project Lead: Professor Sara Cantillion

UK Industrial Strategy:  
Progressing Rural Contributions
Project Lead: Professor Matthew Gorton

The Industrial Strategy identifies that the UK’s productivity 
lags that of comparable countries, and seeks to realise 
improvements across all regions and types of localities, 
with a strong emphasis on small businesses and 
entrepreneurship. Evidence suggests that productivity is 
significantly lower outside of London and the south-east, 
with the Northern Powerhouse (NP) and Midlands Engine 
(ME) initiatives seeking to address this productivity gap. 
Productivity in rural areas also lags urban areas, at the 
UK aggregate level. These findings pose the question as 
to what extent are they the result of structural issues (e.g. 
too many firms in low productivity sectors in particular 
localities) or whether after controlling for sector, age and 
other profile variables, does the productivity of firms in 
the NP, ME and rural locations continue to lag the Rest 
of England (RoE) and urban areas. To address this, we 
undertook the 3 phases of research, analysing: 

• Variations in small business productivity between NP, 
ME and RoE regions;

• Urban-rural variations in productivity;

• Determinants of variations in small business 
productivity.

Key findings:

• SMEs in the North and Midlands are less productive 
than counterparts in London and the South East.

• Rural SMEs in the North and Midlands are just as 
productive and innovative as their urban counterparts, 
questioning the city focus of much regional policy.

• Firms in the most deprived locations are less productive

• The results will help Local Enterprise Partnerships 
(LEPs) develop their Local Industrial Strategies. The 
analysis is also informing the development of rural 
and regional action plans at a European level

This project investigated a fundamental assumption about 
the positive relationship between pay and productivity that 
has been increasingly called into question. Specifically, it 
investigated the assumption that increased productivity 
results in higher compensation for workers by conducting 
UK/Scotland based empirical analysis of the links between 
pay, pay inequality, economic growth and productivity. 
The project links directly to key gaps in theory and data 
evidence identified by PIN by delivering new evidence 
on the assumptions of a positive relationship between 
productivity growth and compensation and the possible 
ameliorating factors of globalisation, weakening trade 
unions, income inequality and technology. 

Tentative findings so far:

• At a broader level, much of the research on the links 
between pay, pay inequality, growth and productivity 
in the UK context has produced conflicting results 
including the direction of causality in relation to real 

wages and the rate of unemployment.

• While there is consensus on the impact of the 2008 
recession on output and labour markets the data 
tends to indicate that the tendency of real wages 
to fall in developed countries started well before 
2008 crisis. We argue that UK productivity puzzle 
can be better explained by widening the focus from 
pro cyclical changes to structural characteristics 
and changes to underlying infrastructural and 
institutional environment. 

• To change the tone of the debate we will be arguing 
for the incorporation of alternative theoretical 
approaches (such as the neo-Ricardian growth model). 
Rather than being viewed as the inevitable outcome 
of the production process, the distribution of income 
could be described as a primary mechanism in 
achieving balanced growth in the long run. 

Our project sought to advance understanding of 
the relationship between non-cognitive skills and 
productivity. CFE are exploring the relationship 
between non-cognitive skills and educational, social 
and economic outcomes. The work reflected on what 
is already known, reviewing the literature to identify 
relevant developments and interventions from other 
policy areas, and exploring the perspective of policy 
makers and employers through qualitative depth 
interviews. The work sought to link evidence-based 
theory to practice, and engage policy makers and 
employer organisations with the productivity puzzle. 
This project aims to encourage consideration of how 
existing policy foci do (or could) relate to broader issues 
of productivity.

 

What did we learn?:

•  Non-cognitive skills are understood to impact both 
educational and employment outcomes, and their 
importance is well established amongst policy 
makers and employers.

• The future world of work will increasingly demand a 
resilient and adaptable workforce; automation and 
digitisation are expected to place a premium on 
these ‘human skills’

• Intuitively, the relationship between non-
cognitive skills and productivity is assumed, but 
in the absence of a consistent definition, the link 
to performance (and productivity) is not well 
understood.

• The current focus on establishing a consistent 
framework for non-cognitive skills creates potential 
opportunities to explore the impact on productivity, 
at an individual and/or organisational level.

By tracking every bus in The West Midlands for a year 
we have calculated how long journeys really take in 
the city at peak time. Using this data we calculated the 
real population of the city, as defined by the number 
of people who could access a central event within 
an hour at peak time. Using the well-established 
relationship that, due to agglomeration benefits, 
larger cities are more productive we estimated the 
productivity in the UK’s large cities that is sacrificed by 
poor transport infrastructure.

Key findings:

Check out productivityinsightsnetwork.co.uk/news-
blog for our project report.

Birmingham isn’t a big city at peak times. Our findings 
indicate that by relying on buses that get caught 
in congestion at peak times for public transport, 
Birmingham sacrifices significant size and thus 
agglomeration benefits to similar sized cities like Lyon, 
which rely on trams and metros.

We are already using our realjourneytime.co.uk tool 
with Birmingham City Council to plan investment in 
speeding up bus journeys

Next steps: we have already expanded our service 
to Bristol and continue to search for more, the sole 
requirement is an open bus departure API that reports 
a unique ID for each bus. 
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SMALL PROJECTS
Productivity Project Funding: Round 1

The UK Futures Programme:  
a longer-term evaluation
Project Lead: Professor Anne Green

Performance Measurement, Productivity 
and Management Practices in Smaller Firms
Project Lead: Professor Martin Spring

Health and Well-Being in Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs): A Co-Design Approach 
Project Lead: Dr Wendy Martin

Advanced Manufacturing  
Management (with AMRC)
Project Lead: Dr Rob Wapshott

The aim of this small research project is to co-design 
innovative solutions to enhance the wellbeing of the 
workforce in SMEs. It is well recognised that health and 
wellbeing in the workplace is central to the enhancement 
of productivity – in that a high level of health and wellbeing 
promotes productivity and reduces absences from work. 
SMEs are under-researched in relation to health and well-
being and therefore little is known about how to enhance 
health and well-being in SMEs. The idea for the research 
emerged from public engagement with SMEs who have 
identified the need for knowledge and innovative solutions 
to enhance health and wellbeing in SMEs. A qualitative 
and co-design approach is being used to facilitate the 
co-creation of practical solutions to enhancing health and 
wellbeing that will be tailored to SMEs and can work across 
the SME sector.

What did we learn?: 

• SMEs view the pro-active enhancement of the short- 
and long- term health and well-being of their workforce 
as important to productivity 

• The ways that short- and long-term issues around 
health and well-being are experienced and managed is 
connected to the differing sizes of SMEs

• SMEs identify the need for more flexible and digital 
means to share and communicate good practice and 
ways to implement health and well-being policies 

• The debate has changed by the recognition of the 
significance of health and well-being to the productivity 
of SMEs and the bringing together of SMEs and public 
health professionals

• Where next?: To co-design innovative solutions to health 
and well-being amongst SMEs and the development of 
digital solutions to share good practice and policies

The success of advanced manufacturing is central to the 
government’s Industrial Strategy and to the Northern 
Powerhouse, gearing-up the economy to compete in 
the new industrial era. Behind the visible high-tech 
products and applications created through advanced 
manufacturing lies the high-level skills, creativity and 
innovation of talented people. It is effective talent 
management that will allow SMEs in sectors such as 
advanced manufacturing to realise the potential of 
productivity growth. 

Advice on talent management for SMEs often draws 
on lessons from large businesses. The rationale for 
this project was, instead, to focus on small advanced 
manufacturers on their own terms. Given the distinctive 
characteristics of these businesses, best practice from 
elsewhere in the economy cannot simply be applied to 
maximise SMEs’ undoubted potential for productivity 
and growth. There is therefore a need to investigate 

the challenges, opportunities and best practices 
required to unlock the potential of SMEs in advanced 
manufacturing. Initial themes emerging include:

Advanced manufacturing SMEs share many typical 
SME characteristics: preferences for informality; 
resource limitations; emphasis on a team-ethic; multi-
tasking to deliver business objectives.

In pushing boundaries, they also face untypical 
challenges: no clearly-defined, available talent pool; 
acquiring skills for unique innovations; attracting talent 
from non-manufacturing environments; the depth 
of expertise developed at large engineering firms is 
unsuitable for the breadth SMEs require. 

Initial insights and best-practice solutions: 
recruitment for fit and mindset; developing and 
maintaining the ‘right’ culture; keeping communication 
channels open; maximising the value of learning and 
development on the job for leading-edge innovations.

This project sought to advance understanding of 
productivity by conducting follow-up research with 
selected business and government co-investment 
projects run by the UK Commission for Employment 
and Skills (UKCES) up to 2016 to address specific 
productivity challenges. The projects were part of 
the ‘UK Futures Programme’ which tested a series 
of ‘hooks’ to engage businesses in the productivity 
debate and test different means of tackling low 
productivity proposed and developed by business and 
intermediaries.

Key findings?:

• Key factors for sustaining activity are continued 
compatible funding, resources for maintaining 
relationships, staffing continuity and policy stability

• Supportive factors in engaging employers are use 
of accessible language by trusted intermediaries 
to promote focused interventions, mutual benefits 
espoused by peers and continuity of support

• To enhance productivity there is value in building 
relationships between businesses across sectors, 
a place-based approach, bite-sized learning 
opportunities and dedicated ‘time out’ for objective 
self-reflection

• There is a need for realism about expectations, 
resourcing and timescales of interventions

• Learning could be taken forward in a series of 
rolling reflective learning projects, with ongoing 
evaluation

Our projects examines links between measures 
driving management practices in smaller firms (<50 
employees) and productivity. We posit that smaller 
firm managers use a variety of key indicators other 
than productivity, and that a better understanding of 
any connection between the two will inform analysis 
of the long-tail productivity problem. We will use 10 
interviews to collect insights into (a) if management 
measure performance in ways consistent with 
conventional definitions of productivity e.g. GVA/
labour hour (b) understand the connection, if any, 
between the key indicators they use in their decision-
making, management practices and productivity (c) 
whether they can impute productivity measures from 
their management accounts. 

We will use the interview insights to develop a 
survey instrument which we will pilot as part of 
the project with a target achieved sample of 50 
manufacturing and service firms which could be 
used in further work to generate a wider knowledge 
base of these critical issues.
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Our team
The core Productivity Insights Network team is led by Professor Philip McCann and Professor Tim Vorley at the 
University of Sheffield. All of the co-investigators are contributing to the programme of work through their thought 
leadership, by championing interdisciplinary research as well as promoting stakeholder engagement.

International Advisory Board
The Productivity Insights Network has a highly experienced and active international Advisory Board chaired by Lord 
Jim O’Neill providing oversight to the work of the core team and the wider project, as well as ensuring its wider 
relevance to business, practitioner and policymaking communities.

We are pleased to announce a second round of the Productivity Project Fund, that will open on 18th March 
with project submissions welcome until 30th April 2019. Funded projects to start no later than June 2019. 
The Productivity Project Funding is available to support new and ambitious interdisciplinary directions in 
productivity research across the social sciences that engage partners and deliver impact. There are 2 scales of 
funding available: 

• Small Projects: funding of up to £10,000. Projects take place over a maximum period of 4 months 
with a view to develop new insights on the productivity debate.

• Pioneer Projects: funding of up to £50,000. Projects take place over a maximum period of 10 
months pursuing research that will change the tone of the productivity debate.

All applications must demonstrate how the funding will support a clearly defined piece of social science 
research with an identifiable outcome which makes a contribution to productivity research and engages 
with non-academic audiences. Proposals should not duplicate the work of current and ongoing projects, 
and priority will be given to projects that respond to the evidence reviews/gap analyses and or forge new 
directions in productivity research. 

Please visit productivityinsightsnetwork.co.uk/publications to see the gap analysis reports and 
productivityinsightsnetwork.co.uk/projects to see an overview of the projects funded in Round 1. 
Further details will be available on our website. Contact our team at productivty@sheffield.ac.uk.

Please contact any of our network partners or email productivity@sheffield.ac.uk for further information of 
queries about the Productivity Insights Network

Professor Vania Sena  
University of Essex

Professor Robert Huggins  
Cardiff University

Dr Maria Abreu  
University of Cambridge 

Professor Richard Harris 
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Professor Iain Docherty 
University of Glasgow

Professor Gary Dymski 
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Mr Benjamin Gardiner  
Cambridge Econometrics 

Professor Andrew Henley  
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Professor Colin Mason  
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Mr Jonathan Cook  
SQW Ltd 

Professor Kirsty Newsome  
University of Sheffield 

Professor Leaza McSorley 
University of Sunderland

Kate Penney 
University of Sheffield

Phil Wallace 
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