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Source(s): ONS GDP monthly estimates
Note(s): Current recession calculated as Apr-Feb 2020 / Jan 2020 - Nov 2019, 
Great Recession as Jun-Apr 2008 / Mar-Jan 2008. Calculated as quarter on quarter growth, seasonally adjusted series.
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 Recession (2007-09) Recovery (2009-18) 

 NUTS1 NUTS2 LAD NUTS1 NUTS2 LAD 

Output 0.52 0.18 0.18 0.49 0.40 0.18 

Employment 0.17 0.02 0.03 0.62 0.48 0.11 

Productivity 0.00 0.05 0.03 0.19 0.23 0.08 

 

Actual Outcomes vs Predicted (Top-Down) Growth

Local area 
GVA decline 
(% relative to 
baseline) 
predicted in 
2020Q2 on 
basis of OBR 
assumptions
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Introduction

• This paper argues that theories of economic development and productivity 
should move beyond the generally known factors and mechanisms of such 
development.

• Proposes that differences in human behaviour are significant deep-rooted 
causes of spatial economic and productivity disparities.

• Examines the relationship between behavioural constructs and productivity 
using data for local areas across Great Britain.

• Measures of personality psychology and community culture are 
hypothesised to be related to activities impacting upon productivity 
performance at the local level. 

• Concludes that underlying human behavioural factors play a role in 
determining rates of productivity and levels of economic development in 
localities and regions. 



Index of GDP/GVA per 1891 and 2015 (GB=100)
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Geoff Bright (2017) – ‘Social haunting in the Brexit coalfields’

“Complex, intergenerational transmission process - a “kind of 

haunting” - as some of my research participants called it -

whereby a web of feelings relating to the conflicted culture of the 

coalfields continued to shape cultural identity in a form of 

knowing without knowing that is more than mere tacit 

knowledge, habitus, or embodied collective memory and that 

persists even though the material impetus for those feelings has, 

to all intents and purposes, disappeared.”



Some Broad Hypotheses
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Agents
Agents Promoting Institutional and 

Cultural Change

Agents Promoting Institutional and 

Cultural Persistence

Institutions Economically Efficient Institutions Rent Seeking Institutions

Culture
Cultural Change and Diversity 

Across Time

Cultural Reproduction and 

Homophily Across Time



A Behavioural Framework for Analysing Local Productivity



Source: Mokyr (2017)



Personality Psychology



Source: Huggins and Thompson (2015)



Some Specific Hypotheses Stemming from the Literature

• Hypothesis H1: Rates of productivity will be higher in localities with 
personality profiles that are high in traits related to conscientiousness, 
openness and extraversion (a COE-personality profile).

• Hypothesis H2: Rates of productivity will be higher in localities with 
cultural profiles that are high in traits related to engagement, diversity 
and individualism (an EDI-cultural profile).

• Hypothesis H3 – Local rates of productivity will be positively associated 
with the interaction between COE- personality profiles and EDI-cultural 
profiles.

• Hypothesis H4 – Local rates of productivity will be negatively associated 
with the interaction between COE- personality profiles and EDI-cultural 
profiles.



Methodological Approach
• The unit of focus is local authority district areas and considers 360 areas across Great Britain. 

• The data to create the personality measure is drawn from the British Broadcasting Corporation’s 
(BBC) Lab UK website as part of the BBC’s and University of Cambridge’s Big Personality Test 
project.

• Single idiographic measure of personality psychology at the local level is adopted from 
Obschonka et al. (2019), who take at the local level the highest measures of those personality 
dimensions associated with entrepreneurial behaviour, which can be considered to be a proxy for 
potentially highly productivity economic activities within localities.

• For community culture, the five dimensions developed by Huggins and Thompson (2015) are 
utilised. A potentially productive oriented community culture measure can be developed using 
Obschonka et al.’s (2019) approach outlined above.

• The productivity measure used in the study is drawn from the Office for National Statistics’s 
balanced measures of GVA for local authority districts. In order to provide a better measure of 
output per worker, this figure is divided by employment as captured by the Business Register and 
Employment Survey (BRES)

• In order to examine the relationship between the COE-personality profile (Pers), EDI-cultural 
profile (Cult) and productivity (Prod) regression analysis to control for other influences that are 
associated with productivity are utilised. 



Distribution of GVA per Employee (£10,000s) in Great Britain (2017)



Distribution of COE (Conscientiousness, Openness and Extraversion) Personality Profile in Great Britain (2010)



Distribution of EDI (Engaged, Diverse and Individualistic) Cultural Profile in Great Britain (2010)



Relationship Between Personality Profile and GVA per Employee (Local Authority Level)
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COE (Conscientiousness, Openness and Extraversion) Personality Profile



Relationship Between Cultural Profile and GVA per Employee (Local Authority Level)
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EDI (Engaged, Diverse and Individualistic) Cultural Profile





Some Implications
• From a policy perspective, the findings presented above clearly indicate that governments 

looking to ‘level up’ local and regional economies should pay greater attention to understanding 
behavioural influences on productivity.

• There is little doubt that the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on many local and regional 
economies will be severe. 

• The shrinking of investment pools in the future means that there is a greater need for smarter 
public policy decision-making, which must include local and regional investment decisions that 
are attuned to the behaviour of the people who live and work in these places.

• Public sector investment decisions should be at least partly informed by the ‘Behavioural Profile’ 
of the local area or region in which a particular investment may be made.

• Behavioural public policies should best be considered as a suite of levers consisting of: (1) 
Behavioural Nudges; (2); Institutional Change and (3) Education Systems.



Adopting a Behavioural Approach to Economic Development
• Behavioural public policies have become synonymous with the ‘nudge’ concept, which seek to 

address choice architectures that may alter people’s behaviour, but do not forbid any options or 
significantly change economic incentives.

• As behavioural economics suggests, many localities and regions, especially those with a legacy of 
evolutionary factors such as post-industrialism, need to redesign their choice architecture to ensure 
more high-quality matches in terms of the individuals and firms they are able to attract.

• The role and use of individual regional champions and exemplars can be considered as nudge 
strategies as they can make information available, personalise this information, and frame choices 
and options.

• Nudges may come in the form of localities and regions accommodating and promoting disruptive 
agents who work against the underlying accepted psychoculture if this dissonance engenders the 
forms of creativity, entrepreneurship and innovation that sparks productivity growth and economic 
development.

• Lessons from the past – e.g. the Technium initiative in Wales.



Concluding Thoughts
• It is concluded that behavioural factors encompassing culture and personality 

psychology potentially provide new insights into the persistence of the long-
term spatial unevenness of productivity.

• Spatial patterns of behaviour and the interactions between cultural and 
psychological factors result in the formation of localised behavioural systems 
with a higher or lower propensity to sustain long-term productivity.

• Of course, the relationship between human behaviour and productivity is not 
a direct one, and it is likely that behaviour initially impacts upon other sources 
of productivity such as the form and efficiency of local economic activity, as 
well as the capability and capacity to generate and mobilise the types of 
capital required for high rates of productivity.
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