
LEVEL UP series event
How do we bring good jobs to the places that need them most?

Summary

There is a growing appreciation that levelling up is to a large degree a human capital problem.
Some places have much less access to good jobs, lower levels of skills and retraining and have
suffered talent flight in recent decades. This holds back their productivity and means that they
have grown less than other places. The pandemic has laid bare the precarity of many industries
while simultaneously demonstrating the need to grow others. Meanwhile, policymakers
increasingly accept that good work is important not only for economic reasons but also for its
positive social capital effects, giving people purpose, esteem and worth.

The question is how to achieve this. Many of the industries that previously drove good jobs -
especially in manufacturing - have declined in recent decades. The new focus on levelling up
may start to change this, but how else can ministers think about bringing good jobs to poorer
places? This event considered the problem and ways in which ministers should work to improve
the strength of jobs across the UK.

The panel agreed that education, housing, infrastructure and social capital are essential to
creating an employment ecosystem that works for communities across the country. Moreover,
there was agreement about the role that ‘place’ must play in determining employment policy,
ensuring that the jobs that are being created reflect the needs and ambitions of those
communities. The discussion developed a number of practical steps for the Government to
consider as they seek to speed up the deployment of digital infrastructure. These are set out
below.

Key points of the discussion:

1. The UK has a strong standard of advanced and specialist skills, however, there is a dearth
of basic and technical skills. This is a serious inhibitor to the UK’s drive to be globally
competitive. Our panel highlighted the importance of early-years education to an
individual’s success and pointed to the disparity in the quality of schooling as an
important factor further driving employment inequality at a local and national level.
Educational inequality further hinders the innovative potential of the UK. It was noted that
exposure to innovation can lead to more innovators in the future and that those students
in lower-income areas are unlikely to receive this exposure, further entrenching spatial
and social inequalities.

2. Following on from education, the issue of adapting current skills and training to the future
job market was agreed to be of paramount importance. The lack of appropriate skills and



human capital is not only an economic problem but also feeds into regional disparity,
undermining productivity and local resilience. An individual’s education and skill level are
closely related to their opportunities, labour market outcomes and resilience to crises. In
order to make sure that the appropriate skills and training are developed, a closer
relationship between industry and education must be sought, facilitated through
increased cooperation at the local and national level.

3. Future oriented education, training and reskilling are essential to realising the
Government’s commitment to Net Zero, however, short term employment will also be
generated through the development of necessary and labour intensive green
infrastructure. In the long term, the drive for clean energy will have a multitude of
co-benefits, including better, more efficient homes and cleaner air and healthier lifestyles.
These benefits spill over into the economy and the locality, creating places that people
want to live and encouraging the creation of good jobs.

4. There was agreement that job creation is not a process independent of social or
environmental factors. Businesses are attracted to places with strong transport links, high
quality public services, attractive physical environments and strong local institutions. They
are also attracted to something more intangible, a sense of purpose. To this end, our
panel was keen to highlight the value of listening to actors at the local and hyper-local
level when developing infrastructure and formulating employment policies.

5. The panel reflected on the ways the pandemic has challenged traditional working
patterns. The increased role of technology was praised for its ability to reduce barriers to
work, by reducing the need for physical presence. This has allowed relocation away from
urban areas and has facilitated the participation of traditionally sidelined groups such as
carers and disabled individuals. However, the panel was keen to emphasise that the
desirability and feasibility of the Work From Home culture differ by occupation and that
going forward the benefits and appropriateness of working from home would be best
measured through productivity. Ensuring that workplace flexibility continues to benefit
individuals will require a long term investment in digital infrastructure, further confirming
the importance of place.

The three key policy solutions identified in the discussion:

Education

The panel agreed that education is a critical part of a healthy job market. Beginning with early
years education, the focus should be on providing people with the basic skills necessary for them
to pursue meaningful employment. It was also argued that despite the attention given to
reskilling many traditional skills are valuable and have a place in the future of work. Ensuring that



those with traditional skills are supported into work will require policies that reflect the needs of
the local area. Responding to educational inequality will demand national and local initiatives that
link job creation programmes to skill programmes. Local programmes need to be part of a
national strategy of employment that takes note of the strengths and weaknesses of different
areas and encourages cooperation in response.

Infrastructure

The panel was unanimous in highlighting the need for an employment policy that is sensitive to
local experiences. This can be captured broadly as the social and physical infrastructure of place.
Areas that attract good jobs have a sense of identity and purpose, they are well connected
internally and externally, they have strong local institutions and social capital, an attractive
physical environment and a high density of appropriate skills. Policies that respond to this
complex landscape are possible and the Government’s Net Zero pledge was praised for its
potential to create immediate and future benefits economically and socially. Getting good jobs to
the places that need them will require a bottom up approach and a more nuanced understanding
of what goes into creating a prosperous and productive society.

Innovation

The UK has a strong research base, however, it was acknowledged that the centralisation of
research around the so-called ‘Golden Triangle’ (Cambridge, Oxford and London) is a problem. A
recommendation was for the Government to take a more direct hand in investment, encouraging
a diffusion of innovative research across the country. An assessment of the impact of investments
on people and places needs to be part of the structural decision making in innovation investment
to protect livelihoods and take advantage of current skill sets.


