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About Us

The Productivity Insights Network was established in January 2018 and 
is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.

As a multi-disciplinary network of social science researchers engaged 
with public, private, and third sector partners, our aim is to change the 
tone of the productivity debate in theory and practice. 
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ÅThe Covid-19 pandemic has has a profound impact on 

the viability and resilience of microbusinesses

ÅPolicy measures are supporting businesses whose 

productivity is permanently very low.

Å Issues associated with the long tail of poor performing 

firms remains a critical challenge

ÅThe increased use to digitization by firms during the 

lockdown may represent one step forward



Microbusiness and the salience of productivity

ÅOutput per hour is generally not a priority

ÅPerennial issues of 1) capital investment and tech adoption and 2) leadership 

quality

ÅProductivity-enhancing innovation often motivated by winning exports

ÅKey growth drivers in owner-centric microbusinesses

ÅCapabilities

ÅOwner-manager characteristics

ÅGrowth ambition

ÅBusiness environment



Impact of Covid -19

ÅEarly dissolutions, especially in hard-hit sectors and younger firms

ÅONS survey data suggests that turnover reductions, although bad, were not as bad 

as anticipated early in lockdown

ÅWidespread use of furloughing (78% of SMEs in late April 2020)

ÅSpecific difficulties for self-employed sole-traders

ÅSuccess stories, but for a minority



Immediate responses

ÅReactive, using whatever support was available and could be accessed

ÅA lot of adjustment in the productivity denominator (labour input) though various 

means (but probably playing ócatch-upô with the numerator)

ÅBusiness model ópivotingô and new-to-business innovation very dependent on 

context

ÅFirms reporting the debilitating effects of uncertainty



Wider implications and recovery prospects

ÅCapabilities: innovation and the digital dividend

ÅOwner-managers: skills and resilience will be critically important

ÅGrowth ambitions: need to be supported by ongoing permissiveness in business 

finance

ÅBusiness environment: final demand, supply chains, ability to export 

(notwithstanding Brexit chaos)
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ôIf ever there was a timely book on an important question this is it. The 

need to address the spatial and human aspects of Britainõs low 

productivity had no sooner reached the top of the political agenda than 

COVID-19 struck, plunging us into radical uncertainty. This well-focused 

collection of data-rich studies begins to illuminate how COVID-19 has 

altered and compounded the productivity problem.õ

Sir Paul Collier CBE, 

University of Oxford, UK

ôThe Productivity Insights Network has been building huge insight and 

credibility in the past two years and with this collection of papers, is 

leading the way on identifying potential new patterns in our economy.õ

Tony Danker, Director-General, 

Confederation of British Industry (CBI), UK

Å Consensus that entrepreneurs with ambitions to scale will drive the 
economic recovery from Covid-19

Å Access to risk capital plays a key role in the start-up and growth of 
such firms because they need to invest ahead of revenue

Å Concern that there has been a reduction in the supply of 
entrepreneurial finance with consequences for start-up and scale-
up

Å What has been the impact on business angel investment activity?
Å Decline in investment, but early fears of a collapse have not 

materialised
Å But shift in investments in favour of follow-on investments 
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