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Abstract 

The local economic information base for the UK does not meet the demand for 

local economic indicators emerging from the private and public sectors. This 

thesis identifies an 'information gap' between the need for and provision of local 

economic indicators in the public and private sectors. The existence of this 'gap' 

emerges in the literature review. Empirical evidence of the gap is provided by the 

thesis' postal survey (which investigates the use of local economic information in 

forecasting). The dearth of local economic indicators is then confirmed in the 

analysis of guided interviews with practitioners. 

The literature review and practitioner interviews identify a rising need for local 

economic indicators over the last decade. The increased political significance of 

local space has led to a growth in the need for information at this scale from the 

public sector. Organisational restructuring and the privatisation of utilities has 

also led an increase in demand from the private sector for local economic 

information. This need has been compounded by deficiencies in those local 

economic indicators which are currently available, in terms of quality, 

organisation and accessibility. 

The literature suggests that standardisation of the criteria for organising local 

economic indicators into a database would greatly assist the organisations that 

seek this information. However, no such set of criteria has been forthcoming. 

The thesis therefore incorporates a feasibility study which focuses on the 

establishment of a standardised local economic database. The research findings 

steer suggestions for its development, and local economic indicators for the Local 

Authority District (LAD) of Luton are collected and organised into a database as a 

case study. The methodology is documented, and can be reproduced to develop a 

similar database for any other LAD in the UK. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The thesis focuses on the 'bottom up' approach to the use of locally derived 

economic indicators to steer local economic development and business decision

making. Practitioners' needs for, and uses of, local economic indicators are 

investigated in· this context. Local economic indicators are a condensed form of 

Examples of these 

include employment and unemployment figures, and Value Added Tax (VAT) 

registrations (Department of the Environment, 1990). The word 'practitioner' in 

this research refers to the employees/workers that organise information and 

incorporate it into the decision-making process. In the literature of regional 

science, the practitioner is commonly referred to as the 'real life' person operating 

in the environment described theoretically by 'academics' (Begg, 1989; Bourne, 

1988; Boyce, 1988; Breheny, 1984; 1989; Jensen, 1991; Rodwin, 1987). 

The thesis explores practitioners' use of local economic indicators in their 

everyday work. 

area of Regional Science. Regional Science encompasses the related fields of 

human geography, urban and regional economies, planning and policy analysis 

The research is multidisciplinary, and is best defined as a specific 

(Breheny, 1989). 

1.1 An overview: local economic information needs 

"It no longer seems so self-evident that the national economic space is the 

best starting point for pursuing economic growth, technological 

innovation, or structural competitiveness" (Jessop, 1993). 

The last decade has 

Evidence 

proliferation of local agencies. 

seen a rising interest in the local economic space as an area for 

economic development. for this viewpoint is apparent in the 

This growth began with Urban Development 

Corporations (UDCs), the City Action Teams, and more recently Training and 

economic information representing local economic activity. 

- 1 -



Enterprise Councils (TECs), Business Links, and the concept of local economic 

'Partnership' (Eisenschitz and Gough, 1 993 ; Hall, 1 995; Martinos, 1 988;  Peck and 

Tickell, 1 994; Ward, 1 997) . The importance of local economic space was 

particularly emphasised by the introduction of the Single Regeneration Budget 

(SRB) in 1 993 . This has, through its Challenge Fund, led to a situation in which 

localities compete against one another for centrally allocated funds (Ball, 1 995; 

Robinson and Shaw, 1 995). 

Interest in local economic activity has not been matched by a rise in the quality or 

accessibility of economic information available at the local level (Department of 

the Environment (DoE), 1 990; Foley, 1 990; Healey, 1 99 1 a, 1 99 1b; Hoinville and 

This issue has been noted in the literature as a 

problem 

Smith, 1 982; Worrall, 1 989). 

particularly affecting those practitioners who forecast local economic 

trends 

Owen, 1 99 1 ) .  The dearth of local economic information is also likely to hinder 

(Bailey et al, 1 99 1 ; Brettel and Jaffry, 1 990; Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995; 

the effectiveness of private sector decision-makers. These have been identified by 

local economic information to make informed decisions. 

It would have been logical for local government to respond to this need by 

developing a system of information management. Ideally, through the 

establishment of a standard system for collecting and organising the local 

economic information that is available (Healey, 1 99 1 a; Worrall, 1989). In reality, 

this has not been the case. Reasons include financial pressures on local 

authorities, a plethora of local agencies, deficiencies in the sources and channels 

of local economic indicators, and a lack of common design criteria (Ball, 1 995 ;  

DoE, 1 990; Foley, 1 990; Hasluck, 1 990; Hunter et al, 1 988). The feasibility of a 

' standard' database of local economic indicators is therefore one focus of the 

research programme. The study aims to explore the local economic indicators that 

could be incorporated into such a database. Effective means to organise their 

dissemination. to practitioners will also be considered. 

authors such as Bailey and Lehaney (1e992) and Hunter et al (1e988) as requiring 

- 2 -



Consequently, the main focus of the research programme is to assess the need for 

local economic indicators and the extent and nature of their use. 

Currently, not enough is known about the needs of practitioners in organisations 

which use local economic indicators. There is no empirical research to steer the 

development of a suitable local economic indicator database. There is also no 

evidence to support the recurring assertion that practitioners use local economic 

indicators in forecasting. 

Furthermore, the 

research will explore the uses of local economic indicators in forecasting. 

The findings of these inquiries will then feed into a feasibility study. This will 

deal with the possibility of constructing a local economic indicator database. 

1 .2 Objectives of the research 

1 .  to  identify the current practitioner applications of  local economic indicators in 

the workplace; 

ii. to explore the extent and nature of local economic data use and needs in the 

context of forecasting; 

iii. to identify emerging issues in the availability and quality of local economic 

indicators; 

iv. to assess the feasibility of constructing a database of local economic 

indicators . 

- 3 -



1 .3 The overall research methodology of the thesis 

1.3.1 The choice of a qualitative approach 

Chapter Two outlines the need for local economic indicators to monitor and 

forecast the economic performance of local areas. The literature proposes that 

local economic indicators should inform decision-making in organisations whose 

operations are affected by the performance of the local economy. These assertions 

are not, however, matched by an empirical awareness of the extent and nature of 

that need. The literature therefore provides the thesis with a "blueprint" for a 

research design (Yin ,1994)c, but no clear hypotheses to test. The research follows 

an exploratory line of inquiry. 

The research paradigm is qualitative, due to the exploratory nature of the research 

and the priority that the thesis aims give to practitioners' perspectives (Bryman, 

1988; 1989). A qualitative approach permits detailed research without the 

constraints of the pre-determined categories of analysis associated with a 

quantitative approach (Cresswell, 1994; Bryman, 1988; Patton, 1990). This suits 

the greater flexibility required in exploratory research and promotes the 

emergence of theories from the data (Bryman, 1988; 1989; Denzin and Lincoln, 

1994; Gall et al, 1996; Marshall and Rossman, 1989; Patton, 1990; Silverman, 

1985). 

1 .3.2 The 'local' economy - selecting the spatial area of study 

The thesis aims to investigate the need for, and provision of, local economic 

indicators. It is therefore necessary to spatially defme the 'local' economy to be 

used in the investigation. 

Stott noted that the definition of a local economy is often pragmatic, with 

operational definitions varying according to the boundary that suits the case in 

- 4 -



question (1 992) . Spatially, the local economy "can be principally equated to the 

local labour market; a Travel-To-Work-Area or the administrative area of a city" 

(Martinos, 1 988). Eisenschitz and Gough (1 993) give a broader definition of the 

local economy. They describe it as a spatial area varying from a neighbourhood 

or a town to a more general sub-region. 

Stott proposes two definitions of a local economy: "macro-level economy" and 

"micro-level economy". The macro-level economy would embrace a dominant 

local employment centre, and surrounding areas dependent on that area for work. 

The micro-level or ' community' economy is instead "defined by the perceptions 

of place according to the local residents". (Stott, 1 992). 

In this research, the Local Authority District (LAD) was selected as the boundary 

for the local economy. This boundary is recommended by Bharmal (1 992) as a 

conventionally accepted area for local economic policy. Bailey and Lehaney 

( 1 992) also advocate the use of the LAD boundary. Their reasons were: 

• it is possible to define an economic community within that area (they used 

Stott' s definition here, 1 992); 

• the district council is the lowest level of government at which there is 

responsibility for economic development; 

• important public services are delivered at LAD level; 

• many official statistics (potential economic indicators) are tabulated on the 

basis of LADs. 

The selection of the LAD grounds the thesis in the 'real world' of the practitioner, 

at a scale directly relevant to local government. Furthermore, this work can build 

on, and add value to, the work of others who have discussed economic 

information at this spatial scale. 

- 5 -



1 .3.3 Luton: the choice of case study area 

The boundary of Luton' s LAD is used as the case study area for the majority of 

the research. The first phase broadly surveys local economic indicator 

Finally, the 

use within 

Luton and surrounding districts. In the second phase, survey respondents from 

Luton are interviewed on their use of local indicators in more detail. 

feasibility of constructing a local economic database at LAD level is investigated 

using the same information boundary. While Luton is used as an example in the 

study, the 

transferred to any LAD in Great Britain. 

feasibility methodology adopted to develop the database can be 

Also, the data collected in the local 

economic indicator database in Chapter Six is transferable; it is available through 

the various sources for all UK LADs. 

The case study area could be any LAD in the UK, as the thesis concerns the 

provision and use of local economic infom1ation at this scale. Luton was chosen 

as the case under study for a number of reasons, 

The University of Luton has 

but primarily to utilise the 

University's  contacts to gain access to practitioners. 

excellent relations with local businesses, the local Borough Council and Business 

Link. The researcher was able to use contacts in these organisations to secure co

operation in the research, and gain insight into the world of the practitioner. 

It is likely that a research project conducted locally will secure co-operation 

precisely because it is a ' local' project. Organisations are likely to be more 

willing to participate in a study that they identify as being relevant to them, or to 

their area. Finally, in selecting Luton, the researcher was able to spend time more 

effectively on the project (always desirable in doctoral research in which resources 

are constrained). By researching and communicating within an area local to the 

University, expenses were low and time wasted in travel was minimised. 
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Luton lies in the South part of Bedfordshire in the North of the South-East region. 

The town is thirty two miles from London, with transport links that include the 

M l ,  the A505 , an international airport and Intercity and Thameslink train services. 

The town has a resident 

unemployed 

population of 1 7 1 ,  67 1 with 74, 800 workers ( 1 99 1  

Census) . The town's numbered 6, 144 in December 1 996, 

representing 7 . 1 percent of the economically active population (Luton Borough 

Council, 1 997) . This is below the comparative rate for the UK and above the 

comparative rate for the 'Rest Of the South East' (ROSE: its figures exclude 

London) . 

The location of Luton is illustrated in Figure 1 ,  below. 

Figure 1 :  The location of the case study area 

[} 

Luton, the case 
study area in the 
county of 
Bedfordshire 
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Luton has one of the highest concentrations of manufacturing in the South-East. 

Manufacturing employs 29 percent of the workforce. This figure is 1 5 . 1  percent 

in the ROSE, 12.5 percent for the South-East and 1 8 . 1  percent for the UK (Luton 

Borough Council, 1 996). The key sectors for the Luton economy are the motor 

vehicle sector (and associated industries), and the air transport and aerospace 

industries that are associated with London Luton Airport. 

1 .3.4 An embedded, single-case design 

The single case study approach is adopted in this research in preference to a 

multiple-case design (researching additional LAD areas) . The latter design, to be 

pursued in any depth, would require greater resources of time, finances and 

manpower than 

tends to require fewer resources. 

are present in doctoral research. The single case study approach 

In addition, by focusing in on one research 

phenomenon in one area, the design is particularly suited to detailed exploratory 

research of previously unstudied topics (Yin, 1 994) . It is therefore appropriate to 

the aims of the thesis. Yin describes the detailed analyses followed in the single

The primary focus of this research is the collection and use of local economic 

indicators for the Luton area. There are however, two additional and related sub-

foci of analysis. These contribute to the general understanding of local economic 

indicators' usage, but are not based in the case study area. They are:-

1. The specific applications of local economic indicators in forecasting. These 

are the applications of local economic indicators which emerge most frequently 

case design as producing a "revelatory case" (Yin, 1 994). The single case study is 

' revelatory' both in its unique findings, and in its role as an exan1ple of how 

studies into new research topics can be undertaken (Yin, 1 994) . 

1 .3.5 The units of analysis 
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from the literature. This research aims to explore the reality of these 

applications; 

2. The specific use of local economic indicators in consultancies specialising in 

local economic analysis. These few consultancies are scattered throughout the 

UK; their location is not consistent with the study area. They are important 

because the literature indicates that their business is collecting local economic 

indicators, arranging them into forecasts and reports and selling them. Thus 

practitioners within the consultancies have important insights into the provision 

and use of local economic indicators. They are also be able to highlight any 

changes in patterns of client demand for local economic information. 

The sub-units of analysis, and the ways in which they feed into the main unit of 

analysis, can be seen in Figure 2, below. 

Figure 2: The embedded, single-case study design 

The main unit of analysis 

The collection, organisation 
and use of Luton' s  local 

sub-unit of analysis economic indicators sub-unit of analysis 

Local economic Local economic 
indicator use in 
consultancies 

indicators in 
organisational 

forecasts ' selling' economic 
analysis 
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1.4 The methodologies adopted 

1 .4. 1 Interviews to ascertain practitioners needs for and uses of local 

economic indicators 

literature as key issues for investigation. Interviews were considered to be the 

most effective means to capture the practitioners' perspectives of their 

experiences. The use of interviews in extracting subjects' experiences of a 

research phenomenon is widely recommended (Kvale, 1996; Mishler, 1985; 

Moser and Kalton, 1971  ; Seidman, 1991 ; Yin, 1994) . 

The first two interviewee groups are private and public sector practitioners. 

According to the literature, both sectors use (and need) local economic indicators 

in decision-making. The interviews of practitioner groups are guided by a 

protocol comprised of main themes and suggested questions. The practitioner 

interviews are restricted to users of local economic indicators for the LAD of 

Luton. 

The third practitioner group to be interviewed is that which consists of 

consultancies specialising in the economic analysis of local areas. Economic 

Practitioners' needs for, and uses of, local economic indicators emerged from the 

indicators are this group's  ' stock in trade' .  Their input as practitioners using local 

economic indicators is therefore particularly valuable. The interviews (in Chapter 

Five) are with the major consultancies based in England and Wales. Resource 

constraints (travelling time and expenses) prevented interviews with organisations 

which were further afield. 

The guided interview design was selected for this research as it permits a 

comparison to be made between and within groups. It also ensures that themes 

emerging from the literature can be raised in the interviews. In addition, the 

informality of the guided interviews allows practitioners to raise their own 

- 1 0 -



(perhaps unanticipated) issues of importance (K vale, 1 996; Moser and Kalton, 

1 97 1 ;  Yin, 1 994). 

The more phenomenological research method of participant observation would 

probably elicit even more detailed, context rich information (Bryman, 1 988 ;  

Patton, 1 990) . This method, described by Bryman as "sustained immersion" 

among subjects ( 1 988), was felt to be too time consuming to permit the study of 

more than a very few practitioners. It would therefore involve the sacrifice of the 

variety of experiences captured in this research. This disadvantage, combined 

with the less structured approach of participant observation (Bryman, 1 988), 

would impair comparisons between groups and the identification of emergent 

trends. 

The interview transcripts are qualitatively analysed, using the grounded theory 

approach, which teases themes and patterns out of the data. The findings then 

feed into the feasibility study for the creation of a local economic database. 

Section 5 . 1  in Chapter Five explains the interview methodology and analysis in 

more detail. 

1.4.2 The survey of local economic indicator use in forecasts 

Chapters Two and Three particularly highlight the use of local economic 

indicators in forecasting. There is, however, no evidence of research into this 

application of local economic indicators. The research design therefore 

concentrates here on providing empirical evidence of this much-quoted (but 

hitherto unsubstantiated) use of local economic indicators. This part of the 

research did not require an in-depth analysis as it concerns one specific 

application of local economic indicators . It was therefore decided, given the 

absence of empirical research in this area, to carry out a large survey of 

organisations' need for, and use of, local economic indicators in forecasting. 
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need. However, common criteria for the design of such a database are not 

forthcoming. This thesis therefore assesses the feasibility of establishing a local 

economic database. 

A random, stratified sample was taken of the population, enabling the results to be 

weighted to reflect the sizes of organisations and Standard Industrial 

Classification (SIC) distribution within Bedfordshire. The Luton LAD could not 

be used for this survey as well as the interviews because there were too few 

organisations to give statistically reliable results . The Bedfordshire area does 

include the Luton LAD, and represents a practical compromise between sample 

size and accuracy of representation. 

Despite using a quantitative methodology, the survey 

characteristics 

is exploratory in nature. 

The responses are analysed to reveal the of forecasting 

organisations using ( and wanting to use) local economic indicators. This 

information then feeds into the feasibility study which considers the establishment 

of a local economic database. The survey methodology is discussed in more depth 

in Sections 4 .3  and 4.4 of Chapter Four. 

1.4.3 The feasibility study: constructing a local economic database 

The outline of the research design up to this point has reflected the absence of 

existing research on practitioners' need for and use of local economic indicators . 

The final methodology of the thesis focuses on the need for a more organised 

approach to the collection and dissemination of local economic indicators. 

This need was identified in the literature and also emerges in the survey and 

interview analysis sections of the dissertation. The literature review in Chapters 

Two and Three highlights the need for a local economic database to meet this 

The feasibility of establishing a local economic database is explored through an 

heuristic inquiry into the collection and possible organisation of local economic 
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indicators for Luton LAD (the case study area) . Heuristics "is a form of 

phenomenological inquiry that brings to the fore the personal experience and 

insights of the researcher" (Patton, 1 990). In this research, therefore, the 

researcher relates her attempts to gather local economic indicators for the case 

study area. These are then compared to the experiences of the practitioners. 

The suggestions from the literature and the research findings of the thesis steer the 

development of the database. The database is proposed as one possible design 

approach, comprising Luton' s economic indicators, which can be similarly 

constructed for other LADs in the UK. (The feasibility study is conducted in 

Chapter Six). 

1 .4.4 Triangulation: multiple methods of data collection 

Patton (1 990) describes triangulation as the strengthening of a study design. The 

strengthening may be by a number of means. For example by the use of multiple 

sources of data or investigators/researchers in a study. Triangulation may also be 

study as the findings converge to support emerging theories (Yin, 1 994).  

The multiple methods employed in this thesis are used for this reason. They 

converge to give an holistic picture of the research phenomenon under study (Jick, 

1 979; Marshall and Rossman, 1 989). Figure 3 illustrates the researcher' s use of 

survey, interviews and feasibility study to explore practitioners' needs and 

associated issues of provision and use. 

achieved through the use of multiple perspectives or theories in analysing a single 

set of data, or multiple methods to understand a problem. The adoption of 

differing methodologies to research the same problem adds to the validity of a 
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Figure 3 :  Triangulation in the research design 

The literature 'blueprint' for research 

Survey Interviews Feasibility study 

Practitioner needs and associated 
issues of provision and use 

For this project, the literature, while providing little empirical evidence of the 

phenomenon under study, supplied the researcher with a 'blueprint' for research. 

It suggested issues influencing indicator need and availability, and emphasised 

that forecasting was a key working context in which local economic indicators 

were needed and used. The literature steered the design of the questionnaire 

which was developed to investigate the extent and nature of local economic 

indicator use in forecasting. It also provided the researcher with a ground 

knowledge of local economic indicators with which to guide semi-structured 

interviews with practitioners. 

The interviews build on the findings of the survey, exploring practitioners' uses of 

local economic indicators in detail, and confirming the indicative findings of the 

survey. The survey had provided the researcher with a list of Luton-based 

practitioners who were using local economic indicators and who were prepared to 

be interviewed. 

The survey findings and the interview analyses steer the direction of the feasibility 

study in Chapter S ix. The study explores the feasibility of establishing an LAD 

level economic database, using Luton as the case study area. The survey and 

interview analyses provide insight into practitioners '  local economic information 

needs. 
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In this way, triangulation strengthens the research of the thesis. Each method 

works with the others to promote an holistic understanding of the research 

phenomenon. 

1.5 The structure of the dissertation 

Chapters Two and Three outline the literature in this area of research. Chapter 

Two discusses the economic and political importance of local economic space and 

the associated need for local economic information. Chapter Three outlines the 

economic indicators which are available to inform practitioners, and the issues 

that have emerged in their availability, organisation and use. 

Chapter Four surveys the use of (and need for) local economic indicators in 

organisations' forecasting processes. It explores the types of organisations which 

are currently using local economic indicators, and the forecasting procedures they 

employ. The characteristics of those organisations which would like to use local 

economic indicators in their decision-making are also explored. The findings feed 

into considerations for the establishment of a local economic indicator database in 

Chapter Six. 

Chapter Five takes a broader look at practitioners' local economic information 

needs through interviews with users of local economic indicators. The interviews 

explore, in depth, issues in the collection and use of local economic indicators . 

These build on and expand the information gleaned from their survey responses. 

The interview subjects are practitioners from the public and private sectors, and 

from consultancies specialising in economic analysis. The analysis compares 

trends within and between these sub-groups. 

In Chapter Six a feasibility study is tmdertaken. This explores the use of common 

criteria in the establishment of an LAD level economic database. Luton is the 
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LAD used as the case study area. The chapter summarises the thesis findings up 

to this point. It then uses these to steer its 'prior considerations' for indicators to 

be included in the database. The chapter also considers practical issues of 

database management including its location, its potential uses, and issues of 

'profit'e. 

Chapter Seven outlines the research conclusions and gives recommendations for 

future research. 
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2 LOCAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND 

SUBSEQUENT INFORMATION NEEDS 

"The shift in the latter part of the 1 970s and the 1 980s away from regional 

economic policy to local economic policy emphasising, for example, inner 

urban areas, Enterprise Zones and Urban Development Corporations, 

increased the need for small area data to monitor and evaluate their 

impact." (Healey, 1 99 1 a). 

This chapter outlines the influences that have led to the increased importance of 

local economic space over the last decade and a half. It charts the different public 

sector models of local economic development that have occurred during this 

period. It then discusses wider trends that have led to a focus on the local 

economy. The corresponding need for local economic information is explained, 

as is its relevance to those organisations affected by the performance and 

prospects of the local economy. The chapter closes with a consideration of the 

best approach to assessing local economic performance, given the scarcity of 

economic information available at this level. 

2.1 Local economic development (LED) 

Local Economic Development (LED) is concerned with the creation and 

maintenance of economic activity. It is unique as a planning approach, despite 

some similarities to regional development. Regional development has 

traditionally focused upon the geographical redistribution of employment and 

economic activity. Incentives and the provision of infrastructure are used to 

achieve these aims (Martinas, 1988). LED builds on the policies of regional 

development, but incorporates a more innovative approach: 
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"Local economic policy is concerned not so much with the redistribution 

of resources between areas as with change within them, not with planning 

but with enterprise, not with influencing external actors but with 

mobilising internal ones" (Eisenschitz and Gough, 1 993). 

The major differences between regional and LED are therefore not restricted to 

spatial scale, but more significantly, to theoretical approach. In addition, LED is 

also different from traditional 'Inner City' development, with which it is 

associated. Inner city policies tend to concentrate on problems such as 

disadvantaged groups and neighbourhood redevelopment. LED takes a broader 

view and focuses on wealth and job creation in the wider urban economy 

(Martines, 1 98 8) .  

The 'practitioners in the local economy' involved in LED are locally based and act 

in pursuit of local economic objectives (Martinos, 1 988). They can be from the 

public, private or voluntary sectors, or a combination of these in partnership. 

They include local government officers and politicians, voluntary sector activists, 

and the staff of LED projects . 

A typical example of LED practitioners in Luton's economy would be the 

members of the Local Economic Research Forum (LERF). LERF was established 

in 1 996. Its aim is to encourage the dissemination of local economic information, 

to co-ordinate fund bids and research opportunities, and to improve linkages 

between LADs in Bedfordshire. LERF is profiled in Appendix 1 .  

Members o f  LERF include representatives from: 

- Luton Borough Council ' s  Planning Division; 

- Luton Borough Council' s  Economic Development Unit (EDU); 

- Bedfordshire Training and Enterprise Council (TEC); 

- Bedfordshire Business Link; 

- University of Luton; 
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- neighbouring local authorities. 

In addition, the private sector is becoming increasingly involved in LED. In 

Bedfordshire it is strongly represented on the boards of the Training and 

Enterprise Councils (TEC) and Business Link. At a local scale, the Luton 

Dunstable Partnership includes Vauxhall Motors, Whitbread PLC and London 

Luton Airport among its partners (Luton Dunstable Partnership, 1 994). This type 

of practitioner group works within a shared framework that prioritises "the need 

for local control of the economy, the use of indigenous resources, the promotion 

of enterprise and the mobilisation of community co-operation" (Eisenschitz and 

Gough, 1 993) .  

2.2 Differing levels of intervention in LED 

2.2.1 The non-intenrentionist model 

In the period between the Second World War and the 1 970s geographical 

imbalances were addressed by centrally administered regional policies. Direct 

involvement of local authorities in LED tended to be limited to planning and 

location-oriented activities in a facilitating, 'non-interventionist' relationship with 

the private sector (Martinas, 1 988). The 1 970s saw a more widespread 

involvement of local authorities in the local economy. However, this increased 

involvement was still on a small scale. 

The relevance of the non-interventionist model persisted into the 1 980s, with the 

introduction of "arm's-length" agencies such as Training Councils and Urban 

Development Corporations (UDCs) (Cochrane, 1 988 ;  Martinas, 1 988). These 

represented supply-side government policies that were delivered locally, 

signifying the emergence of 'centralist-localism' (Hay, 1 994). In the case of 

centralist-localism, concessions are made to the need for locally based economic 
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initiatives. However, central control over the policies is maintained by bypassing 

local authorities. 

The Thatcher government rejected planning (and especially sub-national planning) 

as a socialist fashion from the 1970s. The increasing involvement of local 

authorities in LED was viewed to have been radical and unsuccessful. 

"[the Government] blamed the involvement of the state for economic 

decline and suggested that the harsh medicine of the market could revive 

urban economies" (Cochrane, 1988). 

Figure 4 below illustrates the beliefs behind the emergence of the non

interventionist mode, and the outcomes of it. 

Figure 4: The non-interventionist model of LED 

Plan:tri,ng: 
'rndichl& 

unsuccessful' :; 

Faith in market 
fore��: 

The non
interventionist 

model 

Marginalisation of LED 
activities in local authorities 

The introduction of arms-length 
LED agencies 

The centralisation of funds and 
control 

i 

Intervention was associated by the government with the 'Winter of Discontent' 

and the recession of the late 1 97Os (Cochrane, 1988) .  Economic involvement was 

considered the antithesis of the free market. The abolition of the Regional 

Economic Councils in 1979 was symbolic of this rejection of planning. It 

removed "the only form of regional representation present in the English regions" 

(Roberts, 1996). The success of the Thatcher-Howe/Lawson 'economic miracle' 

- 20o-



uneinpjgyrt .. . ··· 

of the early 1980s was viewed as the beginning of the end of the decline of the 

British economy (Bruce, 1 993). 

This unwillingness to intervene in matters of economic development was 

accompanied by a move towards a more centralist style of government. These 

two trends meant that regional and local planning virtually disappeared from the 

political agenda. Increased centralisation of funds and control meant that local 

authorities became Central Government ' outposts' (Cole and Boyne, 1 995 ;  

Robinson and Shaw, 1 995). 

2.2.2 The emergence of the radical-interventionist model 

During the Thatcher years econonuc development was kept alive in a few 

opposition-led local authorities in urban locations . In the early 1 980s a more 

strategic approach to LED emerged from them (Bennington, 1 987). These local 

authorities followed the 'radical-interventionist model ' (Martinos, 1 988), which 

had been developed as a response to accelerating unemployment. The diagram 

below highlights the conditions that led to the radical interventionist model. 

Figure 5 :  The radical-interventionist model of LED 

Private sectorLaqk ofpriy}!Je Enterprise
supportsecto;;•gui�c�i" : .  Boards 

£I 
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The radical-interventionist model fought against market processes as the means to 

economic recovery, and challenged the acceptability of its outcomes (Council of 

Europe, 1 995) .  The Greater London Council, West Midlands County Council, 

and the city councils of Sheffield and Leeds were the pioneering authorities 

(Cochrane, 1 988). They were innovative and played a pro-active role in the local 

economy. 

The initiatives were a reaction against the generalised infrastructural provision of 

the non-interventionist approach to LED. They targeted specific disadvantaged 

sectors and locations (Martinos, 1 988) . The Thatcher government had abandoned 

full employment and economic intervention, "leaving local authorities to find new 

ways of addressing the economic problems in their areas" (Bharmal, 1 992) . The 

radical interventionism of these local authorities appears to have been born out of 

necessity. Political obj ectives may also have played a part in their activities 

(Campbell, 1 990); these organisations, with their successful local economic 

policies, could be seen as Labour' s 'flagship' projects. 

One source of funds for this activity was simply the greater volume of money 

concentrated within the metropolitan authorities. In 

This would then ' lever' 

addition, they were 

resourceful. They used ' leverage' to encourage financial input from other 

organisations in the private, public and voluntary sectors (a very early example of 

the partnership approach of the 1 990s) .  Local authorities were the first to make a 

financial investment in a local economic initiative. 

further funds out of other potential contributors (Martinas, 1 988). Enterprise 

Boards were active in this process; they were formed to pool resources and 

mobilise private capital to fund intervention in the local economy. 

Despite Roberts' description of British public policy in the 1 980s as a "strategy 

free zone", the radical councils had some powerful allies in the private and 

voluntary sectors. Private sector corporate strategists lamented the lack of 

guidance for investment. The environment and community sectors were against
-
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the lack of clarity in the provision and control of infrastructure and settlement. In 

particular, the NIMBYs (Not In My Back Yard) became a powerful pressure 

group among the middle-classes. The private sector and the middle classes were 

allies that the government could not dismiss (Roberts, 1 996) . 

2.2.3 The 'mainstream model' and the assimilation of interventionism 

In order to control the more radical local authorities, the government intervened in 

the more needy 

also 

areas by the establishment of Enterprise Zones (EZs) . The 

primary purpose of these was to promote enterprise. The EZs incorporated 

streamlined planning procedures to relieve restrictions on the private sector. 

UDCs were designated in the early 1 980s, to deal with derelict areas 

(Eisenschitz and Gough, 1 993). 

The Government seemed to be departing from its policy of non-intervention. In 

truth, it was cannily 'neutralising' radical areas by re-establishing central control 

(Hay, 1 994). The UDCs had government-appointed boards, set up in part to by

pass local authorities the government perceived as 'anti-business ' .  The local 

authorities were accused of holding on to tmused land (Eisenschitz and Gough, 

1 993) . The planning power of potentially hostile local authorities was therefore 

reined back; it was instead awarded to the government's own board members . 

"The Conservatives drew many Labour local authorities into active 

collaboration in their policies; many lobbied for an Enterprise Zone or a 

UDC because of financial pressures and intense competition for jobs" 

(Eisenschitz and Gough, 1 993). 

In its first moves towards LED, the Government had re-established central control. 

It did so in a manner consistent with its policies of promoting 

They nonetheless 

enterprise and 

reducing planning restrictions . It is arguable that the initiatives were perhaps 

more political than the product of a genuine interest in LED. 
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represented the first moves of the Conservatives towards a more central stance on 

LED. The government had turned towards redistribution within regions through 

its EZs, UDCs and City Grants (Eisenschitz and Gough, 1 993).  

The contribution of the radical-interventionist local authorities to the mainstream 

model of LED was considerable. They showed what could be achieved through 

local economic policy initiatives, and drew support from the private and voluntary 

sectors (Roberts, 1 996) . However, the autonomy of these local authorities 

represented a threat to central control. Their success as opposition flagships 

undermined the government politically. The power of these local authorities was 

therefore, over time, eroded away (Eisenschitz and Gough, 1 993). However, their 

approach to LED was assimilated into the emerging mainstream LED policies of 

the government. Bennington ( 1 987) anticipated that this would occur, and with 

foresight wrote : 

"There are many indications that (as with previous frontiers of radical local 

intervention, like public health last century) these pioneering initiatives 

will gradually be incorporated into the mainstream structures and 

procedures of local government" (Bennington, 1987).  

2.2.4 LED through Partnerships 

The variety of local agencies pursuing the LED agenda heralded a fragmentation 

of the existing political structure. Many of these agencies worked to national 

government directives, with appointed (not elected) boards and minimal local 

authority representation on the boards. (Eisenschitz and Gough, 1 993 ; Martinos, 

1 988 ;  Ward, 1 997) . The new agencies wielded some influence in LED. At the 

same time, Central Government limited the influence of local authorities by 

reducing their overall expenditure. 
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The abolition of the metropolitan authorities, rate capping, the introduction of the 

Council Tax in the early 1 990s, the 1 992 cessation of the Urban Programme and 

City Challenge bore down on local authorities (Hall, 1995 ;  Hay, 1 994). The 

creation of the Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) in 1993 further tightened their 

purses. Local authorities were encouraged to compete against one another for 

money allocated by Central Government (Robinson and Shaw, 1995). As a result, 

LED (a discretionary activity with a high staff to budget ratio) was cut back (Hall, 

1 995). 

Local authority involvement in LED funding and policy would now be more 'by 

proxy' (Hall, 1 995), co-operating with other local agencies through partnership. 

However, they hold unique experience and powers in related areas, including 

statutory powers in land use planning and site assembly (Sellgren, 1 990) . Sellgren 

( 1 s990) found them to be "very significant contributors" in his survey of local 

economic initiatives, both in setting up initiatives and providing financial support. 

Partnership therefore appears to be the only likely route for creating new synergies 

between local agencies and unlocking resources for LED (Peck and Tickell, 

1 994) . Nonetheless, it is predicted that its effectiveness will be tempered. 

Problems include a lack of local accountability (for the 'appointed' agencies), the 

pursuit of separate agendas and a general lack of co-ordination (Peck and Tickell, 

1 994; Turok and Shutt, 1 994) . These issues emerge in the practitioner interviews 

of Chapter Five 

2.3 More general trends influencing local economic space 

The influence of the European Union - the 'hollowing outi' of the nation state 

Membership of the European Union (EU) was another major factor steering the 

UK away from non-interventionism and towards the mainstream model of LED. 

The EU considers itself a 'Europe of Regions' (Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995 ; Hay, 

1 994). Its programmes encourage local trade alliances ''which transcend national 
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barriers but bypass the national state" (Hay, 1 994) . For example, Luton Borough 

Council and Bedfordshire County Council communicated with Brussels in their 

attempt to access European funds (County Regeneration Group, 1 995). This loss 

of power 'downwards' to regions and localities was termed by Jessop ( 1 993) a 

"hollowing-out of the nation state". It was accompanied by a loss of the power of 

the nation state to Brussels. 

"It no longer seems so self-evident that the national economic space is the 

best starting point for pursuing economic growth, technological 

innovation, or structural competitiveness" (Jessop, 1 993). 

Localisation through globalisation 

The increasingly interdependent and complex nature of the global capitalist 

system had, counter-intuitively, greatly increased the consequences of local 

actions (Hay, 1 994). Interventions in local contexts could well be global in reach 

(Hay, 1 994 ) .  The growing mobility of capital has led to inter and intra-national 

competition for investment between local economic spaces. This exacerbates the 

distinctiveness and specificity of localities. Some localities will be more 

disadvantaged than others, and in different ways (Armstrong, 1 996, Campbell, 

1 990). 

The influence of the small firm 

Cooke ( 1 990) pointed to the rising influence of the small firm globally, and 

particularly their tendency to "cluster in local space for information and economic 

transition". The importance of the local economy is therefore increased as it is the 

environment in which they operate (Cooke, 1990). This phenomenon has been 

identified in Luton. The town has experienced an increased number of small 

vehicle component firms supplying the motor vehicle industry on a 'just-in-time' 

basis (Luton Borough Council, 1 995). 
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The psychological shock ofthe recession 

The government' s stand against economic intervention began to weaken with the 

onset of the "longest recession since the 1 930s" (Bruce, 1 993) .  Bruce referred to 

the recession as a "psychological shock", particularly hard-hitting as it was felt 

first in the traditionally strong regions of the South East, East Anglia and the 

South West (1 993).  A series of further blows followed, including the fall of the 

Chancellor Nigel Lawson, from the Exchange Rate Mechanism 

(ERM), and 'Black Wednesday' .  These high profile failures emphasised the need 

for government stewardship of the economy and stronger economic planning. In 

addition to domestic pressures was an awareness that neighbouring economies in 

Europe were faring better during the recession. They were pursuing different, 

more interventionist strategies. (Bruce, 1 993) .  

withdrawal 

Developing the mainstream model of LED 

The trends outlined above contributed to the government' s adoption of the 

mainstream model of LED. The diagram below summarises their influence. 

Figure 6: Influences raising the importance of local economic space 
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Government policy began to reflect its recognition of the specificity of local areas, 

and the subsequent return to planning for economic development. 

The mid- 1 980s criticism of government inaction in the face of recession led to the 

establishment new organisations. These were City Action Teams, Inner City Task 

Forces, autonomous private sector Enterprise Agencies and TECs (TECs were 

introduced in 1 988) .  

In 1 990 a new directive insisted that the government would not fund local 

economic initiatives unless a strategic plan was submitted (Eisenschitz and 

Gough, 1 993). Integrated Government Offices for the regions were established in 

1 994. Partnership structures were encouraged to manage and implement large 

economic development programmes in regions and sub-regions. More local 

economic strategies sprung up. 

The mainstream model of LED therefore "spread far beyond the larger authorities 

that had been significant in its evolution" (Martinos, 1988). Local economic 

intervention was now occurring in rural as well as urban areas, prosperous as well 

as depressed areas. 

2.4 The increased demand for local economic information 

2.4.1 Local authorities/local agencies 

As LED has become increasingly relevant to today's economic policy, the need 

for information on local economic activity has also grown (Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1991b; 

Danson and Dewhurst, 1995). Local authorities pursuing LED policies are 

obliged to produce annual economic development strategies. Local agencies such 

as TECs produce reports on the local labour market (Jones and Galt, 1 995). All of 

these organisations "have a need to forecast and assess outcomes of local 

economic impact as it affects the demand for services" (Jones and Galt, 1 995). 
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Partnerships also need hard economic information to substantiate bids for needy 

localities (Ball, 1 995). 

The emphasis on local economic forecasting 

An emphasis on the use of local economic information for forecasting purposes is 

prevalent throughout the literature (Bailey et al, 199 1 ;  Bailey and Lehaney, 1 992; 

Bennett, 1 978 ;  Brettel and Jaffry, 1 990 ; Cambridge Econometrics, 1 994; 

Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995 ;  Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ;  Green, 1 99 1 ;  Kozlowski, 1 987; 

there is little apparent empirical research into this phenomenon. The only 

empirical research undertaken is that of Hunter et al ( 1 988). This work is part of 

an inquiry into general local information gaps experienced by private sector 

employers. It is summarised in section 2 .4.2 below. It led to this dissertation' s 

survey in Chapter Four. 

Danson and Dewhurst ( 1 995) attribute the growing need for local economic 

forecasts to three main influences :  

1. the uneven impact of the recent recession on the UK. This has led macro

economic modellers to consider levels below that of the national as relevant 

areas in which to operate; 

11 . the regional focus of the EU. This has created a need to understand and model 

the workings and prospects of local and regional economies in order to design 

policy; 

iii . the establishment of local agencies (such as TECs and Local Enterprise 

Companies). These have "created a demand for more economic analysis at the 

local and regional level" (Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995). 

In the late 1 970s, Bennett suggested the use of economic performance indicators 

to monitor and anticipate the effect of local economic policies (1 978). This 

suggestion is even more relevant today. Cambridge Econometrics (a forecasting 

Owen, 1 991 ) .  A consensus is established that economic forecasting is one of the 

main uses of local economic information, and that this feeds into LED. However, 
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Local economic data is also applicable to the decision-making processes of 

businesses (Bailey and Lehaney, 1992; Bailey et al, 1 99 1 ;  Fiske et al, 1 992; 

Hunter et al, 1 988) . Bailey et al believe that this is particularly true for small 

consultancy) has noticed a sharp increase in the demand for sub-regional 

economic forecasts (1994) . The public sector' s use of, and need for, local 

economic indicators in forecasting will be explored (along with those of the 

private sector) in the survey analysis of Chapter Four. 

2.4.2 The local economic needs of the private sector 

firms. Many of these find their fortunes affected by economic changes at the local 

and regional levels (Bailey et al, 199 1). Bailey and Lehaney (1 992) point to the 

need for businesses to forecast potential market opportunities and adjust the 

"selling effort" required for sales accordingly. They state that business 

opportunities cannot be forecast :from a company' s  own records, but through 

economic activity. "The implication of this is that if our business buys or sells in 

local markets, then we must address the issue of local economic forecasting" 

(Bailey and Lehaney, 1 992). They proceeded to experiment with LAD level 

economic forecasts. 

Furthermore, there are consultancies in the private sector which specialise in local 

economic information. These use it to analyse local economic activity, and 

produce local economic forecasts (Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995 ; Danson et al, 

1995). These con�ultancies have not, as yet, been subject to academic study. The 

literature contains references to them but they have been very general, merely 

pointing out the consultancies' existence. As a result, little is known. of their 

information needs, of what they produce, and of the structure of their client base. 

Nonetheless, their existence indicates that the need for local economic analysis is 

sufficiently great that organisations are prepared to pay for it. These organisations 

are discussed in more detail in section 3 .5, and their local information needs and 

uses researched in Chapter Five. Consultancies, as private sector practitioners, are 
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in the unique position of both needing local economic information and providing 

it. 

Hunter et al ( 1 988) researched general "information gaps" in the provision of 

social and economic information for their case study area, the LAD of 

Motherwell. Their research involved the production of a report in 198

A telephone 

4 displaying 

a range of socio-economic information for the Motherwell area. 

survey questioned 45 manufacturing and service sector employers on their opinion 

of the report. (Hunter et al, 1 988) .  They found that sixty percent of the employers 

had found some relevance in the local economic information. The responses from 

all size bands "centred on a need for a better understanding of the local economy 

and trends in its behaviour as an aid to planning, forecasting and decision

making" (Hunter et al, 1 988) . 

The literature reveals that there has been little research into business needs for 

local economic information. Hunter et al (1 988) represent the only attempt at 

research into this area. Their work does, however, concentrate on the provision of 

local economic information along with the provision of a variety of other social 

and economic information. Fiske et al (1 992), Bailey and Lehaney (1 992) and 

Bailey et al ( 1 99 1 )  mention the local economic information needs of business in 

the context of forecasting. 

The dissertation reflects the emphasis on local economic use in forecasting in 

Chapter Four. This surveys the need for local economic information in the 

forecasts of both public and private sector organisations. The analysis will expand 

existing knowledge in this area. The interviews in Chapter Five will add to the 

survey findings through more detailed investigation of the uses of local economic 

information. 
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2.4.3 An overall need for local economic information 

The literature has identified a clear need for local economic information to support 

LED activities, and business decision-making. The need for local economic 

information has particularly been identified in the context of forecasting the local 

economy (Bailey and Lehaney, 1 992; Bennett, 1 978; Cambridge Econometrics, 

I 994� Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995 ;  Hunter et al, 1 988;  Jones and Galt, 1995). 

The next section considers alternative approaches to the collection and use of 

cconom.ic data in meeting this information need. 

2.5 Alternative approaches with local economic data 

2.5. 1 'Top-down' or 'bottom-up'?  

Dewhurst and Danson (1 995) commented that research consultancies, as a 

commercial exercise, have developed local economic forecasting methodologies. 

These include Cambridge Econometrics, Business Strategies Ltd, the Northern 

Ireland Economic Research Centre, 

Also, individuals 

the Henley Centre and MacKay Consultants 

(Danson et al, 1 995). or teams of researchers in pubic and 

private sector organisations are engaging in their own local economic analysis 

(Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995). 

The literature suggests that these practitioners projecting local economic trends 

t encouner a dearth of local economic indicators (Bennett, 1 978; Bailey et al, 1 99 1 ;  

Brettel and Jaffry, 1 990; Cambridge Econometrics, 1 994; Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ;  Green, 

1 993). There are, however, large amounts of regional and national level economic 

data in existence, and national and regional economic forecasts. 

The simple solution to the difficulties of locating appropriate local economic 

informatkm would therefore be to scale down the data available at the national 

level. This •top-down' approach tends to be based on the assumption that local 
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and regional economies differ from the national economy only in terms of scale. 

It makes the assumption that changes in the local and regional economies are 

primarily reactions to changes in the national economy (Dewhurst and Danson, 

1 995). 

With the top-down approach, the local economy would be forecast by 

disaggregating a national forecast according to approportionment rules (Danson et 

al , 1 995).  It has the advantage of producing information that is consistent (Green, 

1 993), resulting in data that nests tidily into its regional, then national, 

equivalents. It permits clear comparisons and benchmarking. In addition, the 

'top-down' approach overcomes any problems associated with inter-regional 

spillovers (Danson et al, 1 995). 

Problems associated with the 'top-down' approach centre on the economic 

specificity of a local area. Specificity may well be compromised by a 'top-down' 

approach. "With a top-down system there will always be the situation whereby 

local needs may not be met effectively" (Blakemore and Townsend, 1 991 ) .  Local 

areas are subject to dramatic fluctuations in economic activity. These are due to 

the significant impact of any change in local economic conditions at such a level. 

The top-down approach is therefore inherently flawed. Aggregated, macro-level 

data neglects the dynamic processes at work at the micro level (Bailey et al, 1 991 ; 

Blakemore and Townsend, 1 99 1 ;  Danson et al, 1 995). 

In addition, UK macroeconomic forecasters do not have a good performance 

record (Danson et al, 1 995; Ormerod, 1994). Any inaccuracies inherent in 

national data sets and forecasts would be magnified when applied to a smaller area 

(Bailey et al, 1 99 1 ,  Danson et al, 1 995). The American forecaster Kozlowski 

expresses his doubts about 'top-down' forecasting: 
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"Local forecasters may rely on national indexes but, since local business 

activity may deviate from national data trends, that approach represents a 

crude forecasting device at best" (Kozlowski, 1 98 1  ) .  

Alternatively, the 'bottom-up' approach involves the use of economic information 

which is collected and made available at the local level . It works on the premise 

that the local or regional economy is unique; the best understanding of that 

economy can be gained from a study of the economic variables within it (Bailey et 

al, 1 99 1 ;  Blakemore and Townsend, 1 99 1 ; Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995 ; Danson 

et al, 1 995 ; Kozlowski, 1 9 8 1 ). The bottom-up approach of economic monitoring 

and forecasting therefore appears to be more appropriate than the top-down 

approach at a local scale. 

2.5.2 The information difficulties of the bottom-up approach 

There are many information difficulties in adopting the bottom-up approach. 

Local economic data suitable for incorporation into local forecasts is scarce 

(Bennett, 1 978 ;  Bailey et al, 1 99 1 ;  Brettel and Jaffry, 1 990; Can1bridge 

Econometrics, 1 994; Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ;  Green, 1 993) .  Some of the local economic 

information that is collected is partially censored or delayed (Brettel and Jaffry, 

1 990). Furthermore, the collection methodology is sometimes revised to such an 

extent that the time series appears to be inconsistent (Shearer, 1 994) . Problems 

with specific economic indicators are outlined in section 3 .2. 

Fiske et al ( 199 1 )  advocate compromise in dealing with local economic data. 

They prefer to work "in the context of limited resources available", concentrating 

on accessible information. They comment that the typical forecaster in a 

"practical setting" would value a model of economic activity that can produce 

"tolerably accurate" forecasts (Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ) . Avoidance of large and complex 

forecasts is recommended as these require large amounts of fairly robust data 

(Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ;  Kozlowski, 1 98 1 ;  Kozlowski, 1 987; Owen, 1 991). 

- 34o-
l 



Kozlowski (1 987) recommends composite indices of several key local indicators 

to overcome insufficiencies in individual data series .  His index for Bay City in 

the US (a particularly small city by US standards, so comparable to an LAD) 

included average weekly claims for unemployment, the value of total deposits in 

local banks and the number of private housing units authorised. He believes that 

this composite index of key indicators reduced false signals. The several key 

indicators combined to cover a "broader scope of economic processes" 

' 1 

♦ I 

(Kozlowski, 1 987). 

Green (1 993), also recommends the simple approach for local economic 

forecasting : 

"Forecasting is less advanced at the local labour market scale than at the 

national or regional scales . This reflects the limitations of spatially 

disaggregated data sources" (Green, 1 993). 

Economic data limitations in the UK (particularly the lack of inter-regional trade 

and migration data) have precluded the use of complex local forecasts such as 

input-output models (Owen, 1 99 1 ) .  Owen proceeds to identify trend extrapolation 

as the most commonly used method of forecasting in the local economy (Owen, .... 

1 99 1  ). This approach incorporates local economic indicators in time series 

regression models .  

One spatial drawback to the 'bottom-up' approach is the "additivity problem" 

(Dewhurst et al, 1 995). A combination of forecasts for individual areas does not 

necessarily add up to a cohesive regional or national forecast. This can, in part, be 

related to the problems of the boundaries at which local economic data is 

available. The boundaries could vary from LAD to Travel-to-Work-Area 

(TTWA) to Job Centre Area. This problem revives the question of the definition 

of the local economy (section 1.3 .2), and affects data consistency. Sets of 
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indicators may not be reflecting exactly the same areas (Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ) .  This 

causes relatively few problems for practitioners who do not have to compare their 

economy with those of other areas. It can be a problem with benchmarking, 

however (Danson et al, 1 995). 

This brief outline illustrates the information difficulties with which local 

forecasting practitioners must cope. There is a demand for locally-derived 

economic monitoring and forecasting systems, but their initial information appears 

to be sparse and flawed (Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ;  Danson et al, 1 995 ; Dewhurst and 

Danson, 1 995 ; Green, 1 993;  Kozlowski, 1 98 1 ,  1 987 ;  Owen, 1 991 ) .  There appears 

to be a consensus that approaches to monitoring and forecasting in the local 

economy should remain simple and small-scale. This approach is consistent with 

the scarcity of local economic data, and with its flawed nature. It accepts the 

flawed nature of the data, and does not compound the problem by applying 

complex forecasting methodologies. Methodologies which are too intricate would 

serve only to amplify inaccuracies caused by weak data. 

2.6 Conclusions 

This chapter has discussed the assimilation of LED into mainstream government 

policy (section 2 .2). It outlined major causes of the increased importance of local 

economic space (section 2.3) .  It identified a need for local economic information 

in the private and public sectors to steer LED and business decision-making 

(section 2.4). Literature on the modelling of the local economy was found to 

favour the bottom-up approach to forecasting, using locally-derived economic 

information (section 2.5). 

Interestingly, the literature on the need for, and use of, local economic indicators 

was not matched by an empirical awareness of the extent and nature of that need. 

In Chapters Four and Five the dissertation produces this empirical evidence 

(through survey and interview analysis respectively) for the case study area. The 
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survey focuses on the specific use of local economic information in forecasting 

(an application that was frequently referred to in the literature) . The interviews 

explore in detail the more general applications of local economic indicators and 

the experiences of practitioners. 

The next chapter, building on section 2 .5 .2, explores the local economic indicators 

that are available to practitioners. It also considers how practitioners are currently 

using and organising this data for their own use. 
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3 LOCAL ECONOMIC INDICATORS 

This chapter explores the local economic indicators which are available to those 

practitioners who need them to assess local economic conditions . It discusses the 

problems which emerge from the literature in the collection and use of local 

economic indicators. The second half of the chapter focuses on the perceived 

need to establish a database of local economic indicators . 

3.1 Defining economic indicators 

An indicator is not a single piece of data; it is a statistic representing a 

phenomenon or activity which is organised into a series over time or a system 

over space (Horn, 1 993). Indicators "condense and transform information so that 

it can be applied to analysis and policy making" (Horn, 1 993). 

indicators are therefore a condensed form of economicLocal economic 

information. They represent various phenomena of economic activity at a local 

scale. Central and local government collect economic data at local level as part of 

their various administrative functions. Each data series represents a local 

economic indicator if it meets Horn' s ( 1 993) criterion of being available over time 

(in a time series) or space (in a similar format for several areas). Examples of 

familiar local economic indicators include unemployment figures, Value Added 

Tax (VAT) registrations, job vacancy figures and Census data. 

The list below is a set of criteria explaining the key characteristics of a 'good' 

local economic indicator. It is based on those set out by Mitchell and Bums (for 

the National Bureau of Economic Research in the US) in 1 938 .  The original 

intention was to use it for the assessment of national economic indicators. 

However, it emerged frequently in the literature' s  discussion of local economic 

indicators (Hasluck, 1 989; Hasluck, 1 990; Hoos, 1 993 and Worrall, 1 989) . The 
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researcher felt it to be a helpful description of features which would be desirable 

in local economic indicators. 

• Economic significance - there needs to be an economic rationale for the 

relationship between the indicator and the variable it measures (not just a 

statistical correlation) ; 

• Statistical adequacy - the ideal indicator would be error-free. As a 

compromise, however, economic indicators should contain as few errors as 

possible, and those errors should be fully known; 

• Consistency - across the time series it is preferable that the indicator be free of 

revision in the methodology of collection and in the definition of the set; 

• Smoothness - indicators would need to be fairly smooth to avoid any mistakes 

in the diagnosis of trends. However, some leading indicators can be erratic 

performers (see below for definition) . This is a difficult criterion to interpret; 

• Currency - indicators are most useful when up-to-date. This criterion refers 

also to the time taken to publish data; 
. 

• Comprehensiveness - the indicators would need to be thorough m their 

coverage of the appropriate timespan and spatial area. 

Klein and Moore (1 983)  state that perceptions of indicator reliability depend on 

understanding and performance. They emphasise the importance of trusting the 

information upon which investment decisions or policy alterations are based. The 

' checklist' above goes some way towards achieving this. An additional 

consideration is the categorisation of a particular local economic indicator as 

' leading', ' coincident' or ' lagging' (Hom, 1 993 ; Kozlowski, 1 98 1 ;  Klein and 

Moore, 1983 ; Koenig and Emery, 1 991 ) .  

It is useful to understand whether each indicator used in measuring economic 

activity is identifying a new trend, or is tailing an existing or old trend. At local 

level, this is problematic. Local economic indicators can perform quite erratically, 

due to the impact of any major changes in a small area. For this reason, 
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Kozlowski ( 1 98 1 )  advocates the use of a number of local economic indicators 

when assessing a local economy. The practitioner can thus confirm a trend 

identified by a sensitive leading indicator (such as planning applications) with 

coincident indicators (such as employment) before action is planned (Klein and 

Moore, 1 983 ; Kozlowski, 1 98 1 ) .  

3.2 Available local economic indicators 

The Department of Employment (DoE) describes the available local economic 

indicators as "very thin on the ground" ( 1 990) .  Foley (1 990) talks of the 

"paucity" of local economic information, and Healey describes the database as a 

"shrinking" one ( 1 99 1a). Nonetheless, there are a number of local economic 

indicators available that are listed in the literature, and they are outlined here. 

Employment 

Employment is frequently mentioned as a key, coincident, indicator of economic 

performance, and is available at LAD level for Census of Employment years 

(DoE, 1 990; Owen, 1 99 1) .  The Census of Employment was conducted annually 

from 1 97 1  to 1 978, triennially from 1 978 to 1 987, and every other year from 1 987 

to  1 993 (Healey, 1 99 1b ;  Worrall, 1 989). From 1995 onwards the Census became 

the Annual Employment Survey (AES), and so changed frequency again. 

The lack of consistency in the frequency of the time series has been compounded 

by delays in publication. The Census of Employment data was published up to 

five years after the Census itself (Healey, 1 99 1  a; 1991  b ). Employment figures are 

useful as benchmarks in local economic analysis. There is, however, a need to fill 

in the missing years with other local economic indicators (DoE, 1 990) . 

The issue of frequency has been resolved (to an extent) by the introduction of the 

AES in 1 995 .  It produces annual LAD level employment data. The AES has, 

however, introduced an issue of consistency in the methodology of the time series. 
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Some sampling was introduced in 1 984 (Healey, 1 99 1b) and was then used in the 

1 987, 1 989 and 1 99 1  Census (it is noted that the use of sampling in these years 

should inhibit the use of the term 'census' but does not do so ). The 1 993 Census 

was the last full Census (without sampling). This was followed by the 

introduction of the AES in 1 995 which is conducted entirely on a sample basis. 

The changing sampling methodology has implications for reliability and 

comparability, especially with the introduction of the AES. The first results have 

only recently become available; it will be interesting to read subsequent academic 

criticisms. The belated release of the first findings do, however, indicate that 

timeliness (in the form of a two year release lag) will remain an issue with AES 

data. 

Unemployment 
Unemployment is another key local economic indicator (Ball, 1 995; DoE, 1990; 

Owen, 1 99 1 ) .  It is available monthly at LAD level on the National On-Line 

Manpower Information System (NOMIS) which is described in section 3 .3 .6 . The 

main disadvantage with unemployment as an indicator is its lack of consistency. 

The definition of unemployment was subject to governmental revision 29 times 

between 1 979 and 1 989 (Green, 1 991) .  

The Guardian estimated that the Government's unemployment figure of 2.94 

million given in May 1993 would, if the old counting methodology remained, 

have been 4. 1 million (The Guardian, 1 993) . It is beyond the scope of this thesis 

to question the motives behind these revisions and, indeed, those of the Guardian. 

The main concern here is the lack of consistency in the definition of a frequently 

used local economic indicator. Despite the difficulties in using unemployment as 

an indicator the DoE ( 1 990) still considers it "the most appropriate indicator of the 

need for regional policy assistance''. 
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Job vacancies 

Job vacancies are often used, jointly with unemployment, 

demand for labour (DoE, 1 990; Green, 1 99 1 ) . 

centre areas, are published monthly and so fit the criterion of currency. There are 

two main problems with the data. Firstly, the data collection boundaries Gob 

centre areas) differ slightly from the LAD boundary (Green, 1 99 1 ). Secondly, the 

coverage of the data set is only partial; not all j ob vacancies are registered through 

job centres (DoE, 1 990; Green, 1 99 1 ) .  Green ( 1 99 1 )  estimates the coverage to be 

one third of all vacancies. The "conventional approach" to addressing this 

problem is to multiple the count by three (Green, 1 99 1 ) .  

cavalier, but this relaxed attitude to flaws in local 

indicators is by 

Green's  approach seems 

no means to be exceptional. Indicators are used, as quoted earlier, 

"within the context of their general usefulness" (Hom, 1 993) . As long as the 

flaws are understood, their impact on reliability can be taken into consideration. 

This attitude is in evidence when practitioners adopt the use of 'proxy' ( or 

substitute) indicators of economic activity. When an ideal indicator of trends in 

the local economy cannot be used at the local level, a proxy indicator is used to 

overcome the lack of data. 

Proxy indicators for Output (GDP) 

Output (the Gross Domestic Product - GDP) is not available at local level. It is a 

comprehensive measure of economic growth and performance. GDP estimates 

and projections are available at regional and county levels. However, the DoE 

( 1 990) concludes that estimates down to LAD level would be too inaccurate. 

Furthermore, investment data are not available at LAD level (DoE, 1990). 

Practitioners therefore need to identify proxy indicators to reflect output and 

investment at the local level. 

as an indicator of 

The figures are available for job 

- 42 -



Proxy indicators for GDP - planning applications and decisions 

Planning applications and planning decisions from local government can be 

regarded as proxy indicators for investment and output (DoE, 1990) . Planning 

applications serve as a leading indicator of investment. They have to be made 

prior to any change in the use of buildings or land (DoE et al, 1 994 ). They 

indicate the willingness of a town's population and businesses to invest in 

structural expansion and/or economic activity. Planning applications are• 

compulsory for most developments, although they are not necessary for minor 

extensions (the local authority advises on whether it is necessary to go through the 

process for smaller developments) . The statutory obligation to apply to the local 

authority means that planning applications are a reliable indicator of intended 

investment. 

A majority (80 percent) of planning applications is considered by the local 

authority within eight weeks (DoE et al, 1 994). The permission may then be 

granted or not. The number of planning decisions therefore indicates imminent, 

permitted development. It represents a stronger leading indication of investment 

than planning applications. This is likely to be the reason why the DoE, in its 

report on local economic indicators (1 990), named planning decisions as better 

leading indicators than planning applications (although the reasoning was not 

discussed in the report) . After a planning decision has been made, the applicant 

usually has five years during which the decision remains valid, and so 

construction can begin any time in that period (DoE et al, 1 994) . Planning 

decisions are therefore a leading indicator of investment, but are not entirely 

reliable; construction might not necessarily take place after permission has been 

granted. 

Proxy indicators for GDP - housing starts 

Housing starts could be used as proxy indicators of labour supply; they are 

physical manifestations of an expanding workforce (DoE, 1 990). They also 

indicate a confidence in the housing market as developers (particularly private 

- 43 -



developers) anticipate that the market will be able to absorb their product. 

Furthermore, housing starts indicate activity in the construction sector. As a local 

economic indicator, housing starts are likely to lag somewhat. They indicate a 

belief that the population has become wealthy enough to purchase such 'big 

ticket' items as a house (Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ). This is a decision which is likely to be 

made after the economy has been improving for a while. 

Proxy indicators for GDP - VAT registrations and de-registrations 

Another proxy for investment and output at the local level would be VAT 

registrations, available annually on the NOMIS database (DoE, 1 990; Healey, 

1 99 1  b ). The register is based on all businesses trading in the UK and paying 

VAT. Changes in these would indicate the number of business start-ups and 

closures in an area. There are problems with the data. Businesses trading at 

turnover levels below the registration threshold are ignored. New firms are indeed 

recorded, but some are also registered which have been trading for some time but 

have only just reached the VAT registration threshold (DoE, 1 990; Healey, 

1 99 1b) .  Some are wholly-owned subsidiaries as well as 'genuine' new firms, and 

some do not pay VAT (for example childrens ' clothes) and so are omitted 

(Healey, 1 991b). 

The DoE feels that VAT registrations and deregistrations do not provide a good 

basis "conceptually" for use as economic indicators (they register numbers of 

firms as opposed to what is produced). However, Healey ( 1991b) comments that 

VAT registrations are the most widely used source for analysing firm distribution 

across the UK (Healey, 1991b) .  Evidently there is not always a consensus as to 

the usefulness of some local economic indicators. 

Wage rates 

Wage rates would at first seem to be a logical economic indicator (Ball, 1 995). 

Estimates of earnings for regions and counties are available from the New 

Earnings Survey (Part E), but are not published at LAD level (DoE, 1 990; Healey, 
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1 99 1b) .  The survey methodology of the New Earnings Survey involves a random 

The sample is randomised at County level, and it is not 

possible 

sample of one percent. 

to extract from it that portion which is applicable to a chosen LAD. 

Wage rates are therefore impractical as a local economic indicator at the LAD 

level. 

In addition, the growth in wages does not appear to reflect logically the wealth of 

the 'host' area economy. For example, both London and Liverpool have been 

experiencing above average wage rates in recent years, while economic 

performances in these areas have been relatively poor (DoE, 1 990) . Similarly, 

East Anglia, with the most rapid overall economic growth of any region, has 

tended to have below average earnings and personal incomes (DoE, 1 990). The 

indicator cannot, therefore, be scaled down accurately, and it does not reflect 

economic well-being. 

The Labour Force Survey 

There are problems of reliability with the Labour Force Survey (LFS) .  This 

produced an additional database of local area data. The LFS researchers had 

identified an "overwhelming interest in a LFS database including an LAD code" 

(Wood, 1 996). The database provides sample information on the structure of the 

labour force for LAD areas. It includes age, sex, economic activity, full and part

time employment, social class etc. Wood ( 1 996) noted that there were three main 

problems associated with use of the data variables at local level: 

1 .  The LFS sample size is small and so is subject to sampling error. The smaller 

the scale, "the less precise the estimateo" (Wood, 1 996); 

2 .  There is "sampling variability" in the survey and so "great care needs to be 

exercised when interpreting time series estimates" (Wood, 1 996) ;  

3 . To maximise response, information is "accepted by proxy for those household 

members not available" (Wood, 1 996). 
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The sampling methodology of the LFS appears to affect its ability to meet the 

criteria of statistical adequacy, consistency and comprehensiveness. These flaws 

would be enhanced at the local level where the sample would become less 

reflective of reality. It would appear that the LFS is strictly limited in its 

applicability at local level (Hasluck, 1 989; Wood, 1 996). 

Local knowledge 

'Local knowledge' has a role to play in the monitoring and forecasting of local 

economic conditions (DoE, 1 990; Green, 1 99 1 ) . This could be advantageous in 

assessing the economic prospects of a local economy. It would include 

foreknowledge of any likely inward investment or imminent closure, and any 

general information on an area's largest employers . 

Local knowledge on its own could not aid investment decisions and policy 

formulation. This would be too subjective a basis for assessment, and one not 

comparable with other geographical areas (DoE, 1 990) . However, when used in 

addition to local economic indicators, local knowledge could explain some of the 

statistical information more effectively by providing local insight. Local 

economic indicators have the advantage of being objective and comparable across 

space and time. Local knowledge, however, has the advantage of placing the 

analysis in context, and bringing 'the story' of the economy up to date (DoE, 

1 990; Green, 199 1 ) .  

3.3 The paucity of local economic indicators 

"In recent years the nature, quality and accessibility of the information 

base in the United Kingdom has become an issue of debate among 

research workers and decision-makers in business and local and Central 

Government" (Healey, 1 991a). 
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There is a consensus in the literature that the local economic information base has 

deteriorated over the last few years. The Rayner Review of the Government' s 

Statistical Service in 1 980 is seen as a major contributory factor in this 

deterioration (DoE, 1 990; Foley, 1 990; Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1 991b; Hoinville and 

Smith, 1 982;  Worrall, 1 989). Figure 7 illustrates the main influences on the 

deterioration of the database. These are discussed in the sections below. 

Figure 7: The deterioration of the local economic database 

The Rayner Review 

Reduction in Reduction in 
local level data validity checking 

collection 

The deteriorating Privatisation leading 
local economic to increased info. 

database confidentiality 

Bias in Central An ' institutionalised' 
Government to large civil service 
scale economic info. 

3.3.1 The impact of the Rayner Review 

The underlying policy of the Rayner Review was to relieve tax payers and form

fillers of the burden of the collection of statistics that were considered 

unnecessary. Hoinville and Smith (1982) identified the three fundamental 

principles of  the report: 
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1 .  to reduce 'non-essential' work by cutting down on some of the detailed 

information collected; 

2. to reduce checking and validation activities, and place more emphasis on 

sampling; 

3 .  to ensure the continual scrutiny of the need for, and efficient provision of, 

statistical information to make more efficient use of labour and equipment. 

The report also proposed that the staff of the Government Statistical Service 

(GSS) be cut by 25 percent between 1 979 and 1 984 (Hoinville and Smith, 1 982) . 

In reality, employment in the GSS fell by a total of 50 percent between 1 979 and 

1 989 (Healey, 1 99 1 a) .  The measures of the report carried enormous implications 

for data quality, particularly at the local level. They included reductions in data 

checking and data validation. These measures were regarded by some as liable to 

reduce reliability (Hoinville and Smith, 1 982). Practitioners making an estimate 

of local economic performance from national statistics would be drawing upon 

less accurate data sources (Healey, 1 99 1b). In addition, there were to be cutbacks 

in the collection of detailed, localised information. The review had prioritised the 

information needs of Central Government over the needs of local government and 

of other organisations (Healey, 1 99 1 a; Hoinville and Smith, 1 982; Worrall, 1 989). 

"The sole criterion was efficiency and value for money to the government; 

the role of Parliament, local government, the NHS, nationalised industry, 

industry, the Trade Unions, other pressure groups and the public at large 

has been ignored" (Hoinville aod Smith, 1 982). 

3.3.2 The bias in Central Government towards regional and national data 

Central Government appears not to have recognised the need for more local level 

economic data (DoE, 1 990; Foley, 1 990; Healey, 1 99 1 a; Hoinville and Smith, 

1 982). The Rayner ' savings' have increased the cost of data collection; users have 

been obliged to divert substantial resources to that end (Foley, 1 990) . There are, 
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furthermore, hidden costs in terms of poor decisions taken in the absence of good 

quality, suitable economic information (Healey, 1 99 1 a) .  

Healey ( 1 99 1  a) calls for  more spatially disaggregated data to be  made available at 

the "smallest practical basic spatial unit" for aggregational flexibility . This would 

enable data to 'nest' into a variety of different spaces, for example LADs, TTW As 

and standard economic regions. However, data is not used by Central 

Government at this level, and the production of such data would involve extra 

processing (DoE, 1 990). The cost of extra processing (to disaggregate data and 

make it usable) and the Data Protection Act are the two main stumbling blocks to 

greater availability of local economic data (DoE, 1 990). 

Healey argues that these data are collected with public money and should 

therefore be available (with confidentiality clauses) to the public. The Chorley 

Report suggests that data should be available but that users should bear the cost 

(DoE, 1 987). Franchising local data acquisition and processing could be a 

compromise; outside bodies could disaggregate and distribute government data 

within the confidentiality limits (DoE, 1 987; 1 990) .  

3.3.3 The influence of privatisation 

The privatisation programmes of the 1 980s represented another blow to the 

statistical base. The new owners of previously nationalised industries were under 

no obligation to produce data for research or public use (Healey, 1 99 1 a) .  These 

industries might previously have been able to provide local figures reflecting 

economic activity. For example, energy consumption (gas and electricity) could 

have indicated industrial consumption, thereby acting as proxies for output (DoE, 

1990). However, these industries (gas, electricity, British Telecom, British Rail) 

are now privatised, and their data commercially sensitive. Even if they did release 

their data, each industry's organisations are now fragmented under different 
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ownership, pursuing their own methods of data collection and analysis. Data 

might not necessarily be comparable between areas (Healey, 1 99 1 a) .  

3.3.4 An unresponsive, 'institutionalised' civil service 

Openshaw and Goddard ( 1 987) highlight established systems and attitudes in 

Central Government which have inhibited adaptation to needs for local economic 

data. They write that the departmental framework in the civil service is 

"institutionalised", stifling innovation, risk-aversive and driven by "often 

narrowly interpreted statutory requirements" (Openshaw and Goddard, 1 987). 

Furthermore, Openshaw and Goddard believe that their strict adherence to 

restrictions of confidentiality "often appear to be relics from Victorian times". 

3.3.5 'Making do' with the indicators available 

"The generally poor and deteriorating state of the information base on 

local and regional economies means that research workers and policy 

makers need to examine how they can make the best possible use of the 

information that does exist, and devise means for improving their own 

procedures for collecting, handling and analysing information" (Healey, 

1 99 1 a). 

Economic indicators, when used together, are still considered are "sufficient to 

provide evidence, consistency and perspective of local area prospects" (DoE, 

1 990). Difficulties in using local economic indicators can therefore be overcome 

if the indicators are studied together, rather than in isolation. 

Unfortunately, the collection and retention of local economic indicator data in 

some form of information system requires a level of organisation which has not 

yet become the norm (DoE, 1 990; Foley, 1 990, 1 992; Healey, 199 1 a, 1 99 1b; 

Hasluck, 1 9 89 ,  1 990; Hunter et al, 1 988 ;  Openshaw and Goddard, 1987, Worrall, 
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1 991) .  The most positive move in this respect was the development of the 

NOMIS database (DoE, 1 987; Hasluck, 1 989;  Healey, 1 99 1 a; Openshaw and 

Goddard, 1 987; Worrall, 1 989). 

3.3.6 NOMIS (National On-line Manpower Information System) 

NOMIS became operational in 1 982 as a response to a demand for local 

manpower intelligence; it sprang from the growth of the Manpower Services 

Commission (Openshaw and Goddard, 1 987) . Based at the University of 

Durham' s  Computer Centre, it is a Geographical Information System (GIS) which 

integrates a series of national datasets on population, employment, unemployment, 

and job vacancies for a variety of geographical areas (DoE, 1987; Healey, 1 99 1 a). 

Openshaw and Goddard (1 987) comment that, pnor to the introduction of 

NOMIS, employment and unemployment information was difficult to access and 

subject to ad hoe boundary changes. With the establishment of NOMIS the 

boundary change problems lessened and the user-friendly information system 

created a great surge of interest in the statistics (Openshaw and Goddard, 1 987). 

The recognition of the usefulness of such data increased, and, furthermore, there 

has been an improvement in the quality of the data. 

Interestingly, NOMIS was developed outside Central Government, by academic 

geographers working in close consultation with 'real-life' practitioners who 

funded it (Openshaw and Goddard, 1 987). The success of NOMIS as an 

information system is evident throughout this dissertation. Frequent references 

are made to its use both by academics and (in Chapter Five) practitioners in the 

research interviews. Unfortunately, NO MIS did not herald a new beginning in the 

increased availability of economic information: 

"The Government Statistical Service has significantly failed to follow up 

these key developments by not bringing other key data sets on-line, by not 
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designating new ' official' statistical reporting areas for use at the city and 

sub-city scales, and by not offering new information products" (Openshaw 

and Goddard, 1 987). 

Whilst successful to a degree, it points to a missed opportunity. The Government 

did not further improve the supply of local level economic data to local authorities 

for planning and operational purposes. 

One might also have expected some research into the possible relevance of such a 

database to business decision-makers (perhaps as a profit-making exercise). 

Again, this did not happen. The next section considers why a further, local scale 

economic database has not been developed. 

3.4 Issues affecting the formulation of a local economic 

database 

3.4. 1 Financial constraints 

There are a number of reasons why local authorities have not established their 

own local economic database for monitoring and forecasting in the local economy. 

Firstly, the cost-cutting culture ofolocal authorities makes them hesitant about any 

kind of investment (Worrall, 1 989). Creating a system of local economic 

indicators would involve a diversion of resources. As well as a diversion of 

manpower, computers and telecommunications links might also need to be 

installed/upgraded (Openshaw and Goddard, 1 987) .  
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3.4.2 The proliferation of local agencies in the local economy 

Secondly, the proliferation of local agencies for local government has meant that 

these agencies tend to each pursue their own data to meet their own needs 

(Healey, 1 991b ;  Hasluck, 1 990). 

"Data is collected by a variety of different organisations, for differing 

purposes, in an uncoordinated and often inconsistent manner" (Hasluck, 

1 990). 

Such a lack of organisation implies unnecessary resource wastage and the 

possibility of duplication of information (Peck and Tickell, 1 994). Each agency 

directs its small amount of free resources to the collection of data which is likely 

to have already been collected by at least one other agency. The methods of 

information collection are likely to differ, so could not usefully be merged. 

Greater co-ordination is needed to merge funds and to avoid duplications by 

establishing common ground in the collection of data (Hasluck, 1990; Peck and 

Tickell, 1 994) . 

3.4.3 Deficiencies in sources and channels of information 

Sources and channels of local economic information are often difficult to identify. 

This issue is related to that of the proliferation of local agencies. Organisations 

wanting local economic information have no clear route through which to locate 

and obtain it (Hunter et al, 1 988) .  They may not even be aware of the existence of 

local economic information. For example, newspapers may not be providing 

trend analyses of key variables for public consumption; trade journals 

incorporating local economic information might be inconsistent in timing and 

coverage (Hunter et al, 1 988). Local businesses need information about the 

existence and location of local economic data on which to base their forecasts and 

decisions. Also, local agencies need to be aware of the nature of economic 

.. 
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information held by other agencies if a co-ordinated system of local economic 

information is to be established (Hasluck, 1 990). 

3.4.4 The lack of common design criteria 

The most fundamental problem in establishing a database of local economic 

information is the lack of common design criteria for such an exercise (Bennett, 

1 978;  Worrall, 1 989). In the few local authorities in which local economic 

information systems have been developed, differences 

There is a lack of guidance to 

in approach preclude future 

development between authorities (Worrall, 1 989). 

local authorities; even those academics who describe the shortcomings of the 

economic database have not proposed a standard design (Ball, 1 995). 

Academics have discussed the private and public sector need for local economic 

information (Chapter Two). Nonetheless, their work on local and regional 

economic monitoring and forecasting tends to " . .  ignore the politics and 

constraining effects of the real, practical world" (Breheney, 1 989). This was a 

phenomenon noted by Jensen ( 1 99 1) at the regional scale. He described a 

scenario in which practitioners do not recognise any commonality between their 

everyday procedures and methods and those pursued by academics (Jensen, 1 99 1 ). 

There is a need for academics to work with practitioners in this area, as they did 

successfully with the development of NOMIS (section 3 . 3 .6) .  The academic

react to the bottom-up methods of economic analysis adopted by practitioners. 

Ideally, they need to supply them with a means to use appropriate local economic 

indicators (Jensen, 1 99 1 ;  Owen, 1 991) .  

Figure 8 below illustrates the main influences obstructing the establishment of a 

local economic database. 
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Figure 8 : Influences inhibiting the establishment of a local economic 
database 

Financial constraints A proliferation of 

on local agencies local agencies in the 
local economy 

The absence of a local economic 
database 

The absence of Deficiencies in 
proposed, common information sources 

design criteria and channels 

3.5 Expanding the economic database commercially 

The Chorley report suggested that the involvement of the private sector in 

collecting and selling local economic information might extend the local 

economic database (DoE, 1 987). This means of expansion is still, however, likely 

to bear a high cost to the user (Healey, 1 991a, 1 99 1b; Openshaw and Goddard, 

1 987), leading to a purely theoretical expansion of the local economic database. 

Access to local economic information would still be determined by 'ability to pay' 

(Openshaw and Goddard, 1 987; Healey, 1 99 1 a; Hepworth, 1 992). 

The private sector has tended to combine government data with its own sources 

(Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1 991b; Hepworth, 1 992; Openshaw and Goddard, 1 987). This is 

particularly common in the use of geodemographics to support GIS systems. An 

example of such a combination is that companies take the Register of Electors, 

available annually from local authorities, and combine it with bad debtors 

information on a computer database (Healey, 1 99 1b; Openshaw and Goddard, 

1987). The user is then charged for the mixed information, adding weight to 

'access by ability to pay' issue. 
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Economic consultancies have tailored their services to meet the demand for local 

economic analysis, and (particularly) local economic forecasts. These include 

Cambridge Econometrics, the Henley Centre, Business Strategies Limited and 

MacKay Consultants (Danson et al, 1 995). Their approach to local economic 

analysis tends to be top-down (Danson et al, 1 995); this approach was criticised 

earlier in the dissertation (section 2.4.2) .  The work of the consultancies is not as 

effective in representing local economies as it could be; disaggregated data is 

favoured over locally derived indicators. Additionally, consultancy work is 

expensive. The price of Cambridge Econometrics 1 990 update Regional 

Economic Prospects was £ 1 ,500 (Healey, 1 99 1  b ). 

"The added value of the data accrues not to the local authorities who 

collected it and computerised it prior to printing, but to the commercial 

organisations who capture the data from the public documents" (Openshaw 

and Goddard, 1 987) .  

Little i s  known of the activities of the consultancies which are involved in local 

economic analysis. This thesis attempts to "fill the gap" through interviews with 

the major consultancies undertaking this activity in England and Wales (section 

5 .6). The interviews concentrate on their position as both practitioners and 

providers. As practitioners, they need local economic information for the survival 

of their business; as providers they make available data on local economic 

indicators to private and public sector clients. 

If a local economic database were provided by a local authority as a service for 

public and private sector organisations, decision-makers would be given access to 

much useful information. They would be enabled to construct their own simple, 

bottom-up projections of the local economy. Such a database could be used with 

purchased consultancy work. It would permit the assessment of local economic 
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conditions representing "the unique behaviour of the local market area" 

(Kozlowski, 1 9 8 1  ) .  

Should local authorities provide a comprehensive database of local economic 

indicators, they would avert the scenario whereby access to local economic data 

becomes increasingly dependent upon ability to pay (Healey, 1 99 1b). Were the 

public sector to take their own information and organise it into a similar form, 

they could enhance the added value of the combined data (Openshaw and 

Goddard, 1 987). The selling of such information (at minimum possible cost) 

could cover the initial costs of setting up a database. It would also perform a 

democratic service in producing usable local economic information at an 

accessible price (Hepworth, 1 992) . 

These propositions are considered in more detail in the feasibility study in Chapter 

Six (section 6.6). 

3.6 Proposed means of establishing a local economic database 

Fundamental questions arise in considering the establishment of a local economic 

database. Those that have emerged in the literature are: 

• What data should be collected for inclusion in the database? 

• Who will collect the data and where will the database be housed? 

• How will the database be used by decision-makers? 

There is very little literature that takes on board the practical considerations for 

establishing a local economic database. The "ad hoe" pieces of advice that have 

emerged (from Ball, 1 995 ;  Foley, 1990, 1 992; Hunter et al, 1 988 ;  Hasluck, 

1989, 1990; Healey, 1 99 1 a, 1 99 1b; Worrall, 1 989) are detailed in this section. 

• What users will access the database and how? 

• Will users be charged to access the database? 
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3.6.1 The contents of the database 

Hasluck, ( 1 990) and Worrall, ( 1 989) emphasise the need for collected data to be 

economically significant, statistically adequate, and comprehensive. It should be 

up-to-date, and comprise consistent, smooth time series. These are the same, 

standard criteria for 'good' economic indicators outlined in section 3 . 1 .  

Worrall ( 1 989) speaks of the need to integrate small area indicators into the 

broader planning process . He proposes standards for data collection and 

communication in local authorities, and a common strategy for the production of 

information. He states that a starting point would be the identification and 

dissemination of the best practice identified in areas such as Telford (Worrall, 

1 989) . Telford council uses employment and unemployment indicators (from 

NOMIS) combined with primary data from annual surveys on employment and 

crime, and population data from the Census. This set of data is used to provide 

the empirical basis for their annual policy planning process. (Worrall, 1 989). 

The DoE report on local and regional economic indicators is the most specific of 

the papers (DoE, 1 990). It outlines data to be included in information bases for 

varying scales. Those to be included in the LAD level database are employment 

and unemployment indicators, planning applications and decisions, and housing 

starts (DoE, 1 990). 

This is the extent of the literature guiding data for inclusion in such a database. 

Those indicators from the DoE report (1 90) and in the Telford model would seem 

to represent a 'tried and tested' starting point for the database. However, the 

Telford model acted only as a support to the planning process within the council. 

Its contents might not address the local economic needs of the private sector 

(Chapter Two) . Worrall ( 1 989) seeks a data collection standard applicable to all 

local authorities in the UK. Not all local authorities will have funding and 

• J

l, 
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expertise to permit emulation of Telford's annual surveys (Worrall himself 

mentions the cost-cutting culture within local authorities - 1 989). This would 

therefore be an unlikely standard to establish, but surveys do constitute a useful 

source of additional information for those local authorities which could afford 

them. 

3.6.2 Collecting the data and housing the database 

The literature review has already discussed the proliferation of local agencies 

operating in the local economy. It will be necessary for these agencies to pool 

their resources and to co-ordinate their data collection activities (DoE, 1 987; 

Foley, 1 990, 1 992; Healey, 1 99 1 a; Hunter et al, 1 988) .  Lord Chorley' s 1987 

report recommended the integration of the information collection, processing, 

storage and retrieval processes (DoE, 1 987). 

Foley (1 992) discussed "data pooling groups", which had emerged in the late 

1980s for the purpose of establishing a local companies database. Each of these 

was a forum for the joint collection, exchange and/or analysis of labour market 

information. Various organisations and agencies co-operated, and they were 

initially funded by the Training Agency (Foley, 1992). The principle is a sound 

one for collaboration in the collection of local economic information. 

Foley comments that data pooling groups are either formal (with a constitution 

and membership commitments) or informal (with a more "ad hoe" exchange of 

information) . The benefits of this type of co-operation include effective use of 

resources, minimal employer disruption via fewer surveys, and improved coverage 

through collaboration. At a deeper level, this type of forum enables areas of 

partnership to be identified and promotes effective policy intervention (Foley, 

1 992) . 
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Hunter et al ( 1 988) also suggested a co-operative approach for local agencies with 

complementary labour market and economic development functions . 

Bedfordshire' s  own Local Economic Research Forum (LERF, outlined in 

Appendix 1 ) was established to this aim in 1 996. LERF members have found the 

need for a local economic database to be a recurring agenda item. 

The interrelated functions of local economic agencies led Hunter et al ( 1 988) to 

consider the possibility of a decentralised approach to a local economic database. 

However, they concluded that this approach would be impractical and inefficient. 

It would involve duplication, expense, confusion, the diversion of resources and 

multiple lines of enquiry (Hunter et al, 1 988) . Instead they proposed a single 

channel for local intelligence. Different agencies would retain essential 

information gathering and dissemination exercises in common with their own 

operations (Hunter et al, 1 98 8) . They proposed that the database be held and 

managed by local authorities: 

" . . .  since much of this data is derived from public sector agencies, it 

follows almost inevitably that the proposed channel would have to be in 

the public sector - providing a community service" (Hunter et al, 1 98 8). 

They suggested, for reasons of simplicity and cost-efficiency, the development of 

a facility within an existing organisation. The planning division of local 

authorities was the preferred location. It would already contain people with the 

required clerical and data processing skills and so would require only marginal 

expansion (Hunter et al, 1 988). Furthermore, the planning divisions in the 

majority of local authorities already work with the local economic indicators that 
. would form part of the database (DoE, 1 987; Worrall, 1 989). This location was, 

in short, ideal .  

Hunter et al ( 1 988) represented the only attempt to look in into the practicalities 

of the location of a local economic database. Other literature did reveal the 
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consensus to favour local authority administration of the database (Foley, 1 990; 

Healey, 1 99 1a, 1 991b ;  Worrall, 1 989), but with no explanation as to why. 

3.6.3 Accessing the database 

The literature offered few suggestions about accessing the database of local 

economic information. Worrall' s example of the Telford database implied that it 

was for internal use within the Council ' s  planning division (Worrall, 1 989). Some 

mention was made of use of the database as a background to research proj ects. 

This was not, however, accompanied by detail about researcher access, and no 

mention was made of public access. Foley ( 1 992), in his outline of data pooling 

groups for company databases, mentioned incompatible computer systems as an 

obstacle to data pooling. This could also be an issue for data access if other 

paper print out. 

organisations are to actually process the database, rather than merely generating a 

Healey ( 1 99 1 a) mentioned the need for "a reliable, accurate, up-to-date and 

accessible information base, which is available free ( or at a minimum charge)" . 

He did not describe how free access could be achieved. Hunter et al ( 1 988) 

regarded the local economic database as a public service as well as an internal 

support system. Their discussion reflected this, with a suggestion that any 

database be accessed by terminals in public libraries (Hunter et al, 1 988). This 

solution could be supplemented by a service which publishes bulletins containing 

local economic information. There could be a charge to cover the costs of 

3.6.4 Using the database 

Foley (1 992) commented that "It is obviously difficult for those involved in data 

collection to know exactly how their information is used in the policy-making 

photocopying and postage. 
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process". The nature of the data collected, and the collection method, should be 

influenced by collectors' understanding of policy-makers' needs. 

Ball' s ( 1o995) study ofolocal authorities bidding for Assisted Area Status found that 

7 5 percent of these use local economic information to substantiate their 

representations. This emphasised the role for a local economic database in 

supporting fund bids . 

Hunter et al ( 1 988) found that the businesses they surveyed wanted to use local 

economic information generally, to gain: 

"a better understanding of the local economy and trends in its behaviour, 

as an aid to planning, forecasting and decision-making" (Hunter et al, 

1 988) .  

These findings led to their recommendations for the formation of an economic 

information service which "identifies completely with a district council area" 

(Hunter et al, 1 988). 

To conclude, the major uses of the database are likely to be for monitoring and 

forecasting economic trends in both the public and private sectors for decision 

making. The database is also likely to provide general empirical data as a 

background to fund bids made by local authorities. 

3. 7 Conclusions 

The earlier part of the chapter emphasised the need to understand the local 

economic indicators used for decision-making. Standard criteria used to assess 

local economic indicators were outlined. It was found that there were few local 

economic indicators which fully met the criteria. The consensus was that this did 
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not undermine "the main purpose for which indicators are and can be used" (Hom, 

1 993). 

The negative impact of the Rayner Review on the production and quality of the 

UK's local economic data emerged in section 3 .3 .  Other major influences on local 

economic data provision were: 

• the general inertia of Central Government departments in this area; 

• the privatisation programmes; 

• the proliferation of local agencies (making co-ordination an issue) ; 

• the cost-cutting mentality of financially-constrained local authorities; 

• deficiencies in channels of local economic information. 

While the chapter revealed a need for a local economic database, there was little 

practical advice in the literature for its establishment. Proposals recommended 

indicators for inclusion ( employment, unemployment, planning applications and 

decisions, and housing provision) and emphasised the need for co-operation 

between local agencies. It was suggested that the database be housed in the 

planning division of a local authority. This division should take overall 

responsibility for it; charges be minimal or absent The literature suggested that 

such a database would be used in monitoring and forecasting to support decision

making in the public and private sectors. It would also provide an empirical 

justification for fund bids and a background for general economic reports. 

economic indicators. Chapter Six endeavours to propose standard criteria for the 

establishment of a local economic indicator base. It builds on the suggestions 

outlined here for housing and accessing the database. 

The themes of this chapter are explored further in the practitioner interviews of 

Chapter Five. The interviews explore the practitioners' experiences in collecting 

and using the local economic indicators available. The interviews also investigate 

the need for an organised approach to the collection and dissemination of local 
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The next chapter surveys the need for, and the use of, local economic indicators in 

the forecasting systems of private and public sector organisations in Bedfordshire. 

The findings will explore the assumption that local economic indicators are 

needed and used in forecasting. They will also feed into the database proposal in 

Chapter Six. 

- 64 -



4 A SURVEY OF LOCAL ECONOMIC INDICATOR USE 

IN FORECASTS 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter investigates the need for and use of local economic indicators in the 

forecasts made by Bedfordshire ' s  organisations. The research originates from the 

literature review in Chapters Two and Three. In these chapters academics were 

found to associate local economic indicators mainly with forecasting. Given that 

forecasting recurs as the context in which local economic indicators are used, the 

researcher concluded that it would form a good starting point for studying their 

usage. 

The analysis of the survey produces indicative findings which illuminate the 

theories that emerged from the literature. The findings contribute to this field of 

work, which has hitherto been unaccompanied by empirical evidence. 

The indicative results of the survey represent the first stage in the thesis ' s  

exploration of the need for and use of local economic indicators. More detailed 

research into practitioners use of indicators in forecasting and other work contexts 

is undertaken in Chapter Five. Interviews with practitioners take the survey 

findings one stage further, providing the researcher with the opportunity to pursue 

some of the relationships discovered in analysis. The survey findings also provide 

pointers for the development of the local economic indicator database, which is 

described in Chapter Six. 

4.2 Survey objectives 

An examination of the literature revealed no previous research specifically into 

practitioner' s  use of, and need for, local economic indicators. Therefore, rather 
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than adopting strictly defined hypotheses, a partially inductive approach is 

followed. Trends and patterns in the need for and use of local economic indicators 

emerge out of the findings as the analysis progresses through the chapter. 

The literature review did, however, inform the questionnaire design. For example, 

Bailey and Lehaney (1 992) suggest that organisations operating in local markets 

are more likely to forecast local economy variables. The questionnaire asks 

questions on the level of local trading to explore a possible relationship between 

this and indicator use.  Hunter et al ( 1988), in identifying a need for local 

economic information in company forecasts in Motherwell LAD, analyse 

responses by size band. Similarly, the researcher considered that organisation size 

(and Standard Industrial Class - SIC) might well influence local economic 

indicator use in forecasting, and questions are included to ascertain these details. 

In this way the literature influences the questionnaire design, but the survey's 

approach remains exploratory. The survey aims are as follows: 

• to identify local economic indicators currently incorporated into the forecasts 

of Bedfordshire' s  organisations; 

• to establish the extent of this local economic indicator use (across 

organisations' industrial class and size); 

• to explore whether there is a relationship between dependence on the local 

economy and the desire for/use of local economic information; 

• to establish whether organisations using local economic indicators as inputs are 

more likely than those not using them to perceive their forecasts as accurate; 

• to investigate the role of forecasts fed by local economic information m 

various areas of decision-making; 

• to assess the size of the 'information gap' (of those wanting, but not using, 

local economic information in their forecasts); 

• to explore the possibility of incorporating local economic information into the 

forecasting procedures of those organisations that want it (by comparing their 

procedures with those organisations already using local economic data). 
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4.3 A brief outline of the questionnaire format 

(The questionnaire can be found in Appendix 2) 

Section one of the questionnaire uses mainly closed, category questions. These 

focus on the organisation' s  size; SIC; percentage of supplies purchased locally; 

percentage of product sold locally; and the use, or non-use, of forecasts (non

forecasting organisations did not complete the questionnaire further). This last 

issue is dealt with in the final question of the first section. The ' local economy' is 

defined in the questionnaire as the area within a twenty-five mile radius of the 

organisation. 

Section two uses mainly closed, list questions with an 'if other, please specify' 

category. These focus on the forecaster, the time horizons, forecasting techniques 

and software, forecasting accuracy, factors which might improve accuracy and the 

role of forecasts in decision-making. Local economic information is included in 

the suggested list of information that might improve forecasting accuracy 

The final section uses open questions with two lines provided to restrict the length 

of the answer (Bell, 1 993). Prompts indicate the type of answer required. The 

questions focus on the inputs of the forecasts. They ask for a list of inputs from 

the organisations' own records, national scale inputs, regional scale inputs or local 

scale inputs. It is here that respondents are expected to reveal the use of any local 

economic indicators. 

The decisions behind the choice of survey format are outlined in more detail in 

Appendix 3 . 

The cover letter (Appendix 4), designed to increase response, emphasises the 

confidentiality of the responses and offers a copy of the findings to all interested 
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respondents (Bell, 1 993 ; Oppenheim, 1 992). The researcher' s  telephone number 

is included on the questionnaire to deal with any question queries (Allan and 

Skinner, 1 99 1 ) . 

The researcher' s  definition of forecasting was attached to the questionnaire 

(Appendix 5). This assured the respondents that naive methods of forecasting 

were as valid a response as the more sophisticated methodologies. 

4.4 The sampling methodology 

4.4. 1 The survey sampling frame 

The 'Business Link Bedfordshire Company Database' provides the survey 

sampling frame. The database is an amalgamation of those held by Business 

Link's partners (i .e .  TECs, Chambers of Commerce and Industry and local 

authorities) and so was felt to be comprehensive. The Company Database is 

sufficiently flexible to provide listings of organisations for each LAD. It also 

supplies the SIC and employee numbers for the majority of organisations on its 

lists. A definition of the SIC codes can be found in Appendix 7. 

The SIC and size of each organisation are felt to be relevant to the design of the 

sample taken. Organisations of different sizes and from different sectors are likely 

to have different needs, and these would need to be captured. The analysis of 

many other organisational surveys have been stratified by these criteria ( e.g. 

Dalrymple, 1 987; Mentzer and Cox, 1984; Mentzer and Kahn, 1995). Also 

Hunter et al (1r988) analyse information gaps in Motherwell in relation to 

organisation size. Stratification by SIC and size is therefore consistent with the 

approach of other surveys of organisations. 

Despite the required sample information being available for Luton's boundary, the 
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sample was drawn from among the organisations of the County of Bedfordshire. 

Although the focus of the thesis i s  on local 'LAD' level information, a print out of 

the organisations in Luton reveals it to be too small an area to capture the number 
-

of responses needed in some categories. This point is illustrated in the table in 

Appendix 6 . 1 .  The table shows Luton' s organisations stratified by SIC and size. 

Luton can be seen to have very few organisations in many of the categories. 

The researcher wanted to have a sufficient number of respondents for each 

category/cell, in order produce reliable results . A target sample of none, one or 

two for many of the categories was not considered sufficient. The target sample 

was enlarged to include the whole of the County, and thus raise the number of 

potential responses (this would lend to more accurate weighting in analysis) . 

Despite now using a County-wide target sample, the survey findings concern local 

economic information, and hence are consistent with the goals of the thesis. Its 

focus remains local economic information (not county level) in the context of 

forecasting. 

SIC and size information was available for 7,91 6 of the 1 1 ,680 organisations on 

the Bedfordshire Business Link Company Database. Even with this expanded 

number of organisations at county level, many SIC/size categories remained 

underrepresented. This can be seen in the table in Appendix 6.2, which reveals 

that organisations in the larger size categories are particularly sparse. The next 

section discusses the researcher' s  approach to tackling this issue. 

4.4.2 Drawing a sample from the target population 

Bedfordshire organisations employing less than fifty staff represent 9 1  percent of 

the survey' s sampling frame. There are far fewer large organisations present in 

the sampling frame. 

Given the overall numbers involved, it would not have been practical to conduct a 
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census of Bedfordshire' s  organisations. Additionally, as there were a plentiful 

number of small organisations in each SIC and size category, it was considered to 

be unnecessary and expensive to send questionnaires to them all. Instead, a 

sample was taken. 

In exploring the research phenomenon, it was considered desirable to avoid bias 

by adopting some form of probability sampling procedure. The essential 

characteristic of probability sampling is that every unit in the population has an 

equal probability of being drawn as part of the sample. 

The most straightforward approach would have been a proportionate, stratified 

random sample. In this case, however, it was impractical, as the population of 

organisations in Bedfordshire is highly skewed (both in terms of size and SIC). 

The sample would have had to be very large indeed to proportionately represent 

the organisational structure of the sampling frame. Also, this approach would 

sample only a proportion of the few organisations present in the larger size 

categories. The subsequent likelihood of non-response would affect the integrity 

of the sample. It was decided, therefore, to adopt a disproportionate random 

stratified sample (Robson, 1 993). This method would contain the required sample 

size, and target the maximum number of responses from categories with few 

organisations present. In describing stratified random sampling, Robson ( 1993) 

wrote: 

"It may sometimes be helpful to have DISPROPORTIONATE 

SAMPLING, where there is an unequal weighting. This would allow you 

to 'oversample' a small but important stratum, or to ensure that there is at 

least some representation of certain 'rare species' even to the extent of 

including all examples of them". (Robson, 1 993 , authors capitals). 

The disproportionate stratified random sample compensates for the fluctuations 

between organisation numbers in the various categories (Kalton, 1983;  Robson, 
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1 993). It does, however, create problems in drawing inferences from the sample, 

and these are discussed later in the chapter (Sections 4.4.6 and 4.4.8). A 100 

percent sample was taken of all organisations with over fifty employees, due to 

the small number of these. 

A similar approach to disproportionate random stratified sampling was followed 

in the "Occupational Injury and Illnesses Survey" undertaken by Weber et al 

( 1 995). Here a census of the large organisations (employing over 1 00 workers) 

was conducted as there were comparatively few of these present in their sampling 

frame. Weber et al refer to these as "certainty strata". A sample was then taken of 

the more plentiful smaller organisations (Weber et al, 1 995). 

For the remaining small organisations in this survey (employing less than fifty 

workers) the number of organisations randomly sampled was capped. The 

sampling technique is illustrated in Table 1 in section 4.4.3 .  

Cochran (1977) noted similarities between random stratified sampling and quota 

sampling. Kalton (1 983) elaborates that: 

"Although the resemblance is instructive, it should not mask the major 

difference between the two types of grouping, namely that within strata 

elements are selected by probability methods, and within quota groups 

they are not." (Kalton, 1 983). 

Here a random stratified sample was undertaken to minimise bias and maximise 

the advantages to be gained from a comprehensive sampling frame. 
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4.4.3 The mechanics of taking the sample 

The sample was stratified in two directions, five strata for organisational size band 

(number of employees), and ten strata for each broad industrial class (SICs 0 - 9,  

defined in Appendix 7) .  Fifty organisations were selected randomly from each of 

the smaller organisation categories ( 1  <10  employees and 1 0<50 employees) using 

random numbers tables. Where there were less than fifty organisations in a 

specific category, the total number of organisations was taken. 

A 100 percent sample was taken of the larger organisations. This was financially 

feasible (due to their small number) and enabled the capture of the maximum 

number of organisations in this category. The approach minimised the risk of 

non-response from these categories, and facilitated more reliable results in the 

weighting process (the weighting methodology is discussed in section 4.4.5). 

Table 1 ,  below, illustrates the sampling procedure. The number of organisations 

sampled is shown for each size and SIC cell. The number of organisations in that 

cell present from the sampling frame is indicated underneath the number sampled 

for each cell. 

Table 1 :  The random sample taken from organisations in Bedfordshire 
(See also Appendix 6.2) 

Size band SIC 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 < 1 0  5 0  I 50 I 50 I 50 I 50 I 50 I 50  I 50 I 50 I 
246 4 78 450 340 356 1 899 1 86 958 767 

1 0  < 50 18 / 1 / 48 / 50 I 50 I 50 I 50 I 50 I 50 I 50  I 
1 8  1 48 302 1 89 1 14 483 99 296 355 

6 /  1 8  / 1 00/ 79 / 26 I 123/ 36 / 80 / 142/ 50 < 250 
6 4 1 8  1 00 79 26 123 36  80 142 

2 /  15  / 1 5  / 0 14 / 3 /  17  / 250 < 500 0 0 
2 1 5  1 5  1 4  3 3 

500+ 0 1 / 0 10  / 5 /  0 4 /  1 / 1 8  / 

1 10  5 5 4 1 
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Although a census of the smaller organisations was not financially feasible, a 

"cross-section of the community under study" (Gardner, 1 978) was achieved by 

following this sampling approach. The designed sample size was 1 ,598 

organisations.  This size was considered to be sufficiently large for successful, 

reliable analysis, yet small enough to keep costs down and meet time constraints . 

The results of the survey were then weighted to reflect the size and SIC structure 

of the sampling frame. The weighting methodology is discussed in section 4.4 . 5 .  

4.4.4 The pilot survey 

Twenty pilot questionnaires were posted to a variety of organisations. Random 

numbers tables were used to select the organisations from the same sample frame 

as the main survey. The number of strata in the sampling frame were reduced to 

ten for the pilot (for each SIC) as a precaution against a number of respondents 

coming from the same industrial sector. The twenty organisations sampled were 

subsequently removed from the sampling frame to eliminate the possibility of re

selection. Sixteen of the questionnaires were completed and returned. 

A recurring suggestion for improvement concerned a question on annual turnover 

that had originally been included in the survey. Respondents felt this question to 

be off-putting and presumptuous. This question was therefore omitted and 

employee numbers were used as a proxy for organisation size/influence. 

The pilot questionnaire was very similar to the final design, the main difference 

being that the pilot contained more open questions and no answer prompts. By 

tallying the recurring answers to questions concerning forecasting techniques 

used, information needs etc., the researcher could identify the most commonly 

given answers. These were included in a closed, list question format. Any 

answers not provided by pilot respondents were planned to be covered by "If 

other, please specify" options. Where questions really did have to remain open 

(e.g. in Section Three: Forecasting Inputs) recurring answers from the pilot were 
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used as prompts to help the respondent understand the type of answer required. 

The pilot, conducted in September 1 995,  enabled the researcher to 'fine tune' the 

questionnaire format. The final questionnaire can be found in Appendix 2. 

When issued for the pilot and for the actual survey it was yellow in colour (to 

make it stand out on respondent's desks) and presented as an A3 booklet (making 

the questionnaire look less bulky and more professional) . 

4.4.5 The main survey sample: response rates and representativeness 

The sample was selected as explained in section 4.4.2 and posted out in November 

1 995. A follow-up survey was issued in January 1996 to those organisations that 

had not yet responded. 

A total of 378 usable questionnaires of the 1 ,598 posted were returned, giving a 

response rate of 24 percent. This compares favourably to the response rates of 

other surveys on the topic of forecasting practice, including Dalrymple's 1 6  

percent ( 1987) ;  Drury' s 23  percent ( 1 990); Mentzer and Cox's 32 percent (1 984); 

Mentzer and Kahn' s 43 percent ( 1 995) ;  and Sparkes and McHugh's 25 percent 

( 1 984). 

-Response rates by size band (number of employees) 

Tables 2 and 3 below reveal the response rate for each size category, and the 

representativeness of the respondents size profile. It can be seen from Table 2 that 

a response rate of around the 24 percent mark has been achieved for each size 

band. 
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Table 2: Response rates by size band 
Size band No. of orgs. in the No. of orgs. targeted Sample obtained 

sampling frame from the sampling (with response rate 
frame in italics) 

1 < 1 0  5 ,284 1 03 (23%) 
1 0 < 50 1 ,905 41 7 1 1 0 (26%) 
50 < 250 6 14  6 14  1 1 7 (19%) 
250 < 500 69 69 3 5  (51%) 
500+ 44 1 3  (30%) 
Total 7,916 1 ,598 378 

The organisations employing the most workers responded most strongly. Over 

half the organisations targeted in the 250 < 500 range responded, and 30 percent 

of those with over 500 employees. 

The small and medium-sized organisations (those in size bands 1 < 10 ;  1 0  < 50; 

50 < 250) may have been deterred in their response by the survey' s  focus on 

forecasting. Operating on smaller scales than the larger organisations, these might 

not have the staff training or software to forecast. They could therefore have 

discarded the questionnaire as irrelevant to them without realising that it was 

applicable to non-forecasters as well . Also, they might not have the time or 

manpower to spend completing the questionnaire. Larger organisations would be 

more likely, with more employees, to spare time for questionnaire completion. In 

addition, they may even have public relations departments that focus on external 

relations and whose remit includes questionnaire completion. 

These are just some of the possible reasons for the lack of response from the 

smaller firms. Mentzer and Cox (1984) and Mentzer and Kahn (1995) also note a 

bias towards larger firm response rates in their forecasting questionnaires (but 

offer no suggestions as to why this had occurred). It was decided that, despite the 

stronger response rate of the larger organisations in the achieved sample, the 

respondent numbers in the larger categories were still low (particularly the 500+ 

band with only 1 3  respondents). Therefore the 250 < 500 and 500+ bands were 
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amalgamated in analysis. 

-The representativeness of the achieved size band profile 

The table below illustrates the extent to which the size characteristics of the 

achieved sample match those of the original sampling frame. It shows the 

proportion of organisations in each size band in the sampling frame, and the 

proportion in each size band in the achieved sample. The key finding is that the 

larger organisations (those with over 50 employees) are over-represented in the 

achieved sampling frame compared to the original sampling frame. This is 

unsurprising given the sampling methodology adopted, which conducted a census 

of organisations with over fifty employees. 

Table 3: The size profile of the achieved sample (compared to that of the original 
sampling frame and the target population) 
Size band % of orgs. in the % of orgs. targeted % of sample obtained 

sampling frame 
1 < 1 0  67 28 27 

10 < 50 24 26 29 
50 < 250 8 3 8  3 1  
250 < 500 0 .5 4 9 
500+ 0 .5  3 3 

The disproportionately strong representation of the larger organisations (and weak 

representation of organisations with less than I 0 employees) carries implications 

for analysis. The findings will be dominated by the opinions and practices of 

respondents from larger organisations. The researcher addressed potential bias by 

weighting the data to more accurately reflect the sampling frame. The weighting 

procedure is discussed in Section 4.4.6 .  

-Response rates by industrial sector 

Table 4 reveals the response rate to have been fairly constant across SIC bands. 
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The exceptions were minerals, and transport and telecommunications. 

of 1 5  percent. 

These two 

industrial classes produced the lowest response rates The 

researcher is uncertain as to the cause of the lower response rates from these 

sectors. 

Energy gave the highest response rate, but was weak in overall numbers. For this 

sector there were only ten organisations to target in Bedfordshire, and five of these 

responded. Given the small numbers of organisations in the Energy category, care 

is needed when considering survey findings for this sector. 

Table 4: Response rates by industrial class (SIC) 

SIC No. of orgs. in the No. of orgs. Sample obtained 
sampling frame targeted from the (with response 

sampling frame rate in italics) 

Agriculture 270 22 (30%) 
Energy 1 0  1 0  5 (50%) 

Minerals 146 1 1 8  1 8  (15%) 

Engineering 877 225 49 (22%) 

Manufacturing 628 199 48 (24%) 

Construction 496 126 32 (25%) 
Distribution 2,524 242 50 (21%) 

Transport & tele. 328 143 22 (15%) 

Finance 1 ,338  1 84 5 1  (28%) 

Public & other 1 ,299 277 81 (29%) 

Total 7,916 1,598 378 

-The representativeness of the achieved size band profile 

Table 5 compares the SIC structure of the achieved sample to that of the sampling 

frame. The table reveals the achieved sample to mirror the sample frame fairly 

effectively. The main disparities between the achieved sample and the sampling 

frame are in the distribution sector, the 'public sector and other' category, and 

Energy. 
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Table 5 :  The SIC profile of the achieved sample ( compared to that of the original 
sampling frame and the target population) 
SIC % of orgs. in the % of orgs. targeted % of sample obtained 

sampling frame 
Agriculture 4 5 6 
Energy 0.00 1 0.006 1 
Minerals 2 7 5 
Engineering 1 1  14  
Manufacturing 8 1 3  1 3  
Construction 6 8 8 
Distribution 32 1 5  1 3  
Transport 4 9 6 
Finance 1 7  1 2  1 4  
Public & other 1 6  2 11 7c1 

The distribution sector i s  under-represented. While distribution makes up 32  

percent of  the sampling frame, this sector represents only 13  percent of  the 

achieved sample. This could be explained by the size structure of this particular 

industrial class . Distribution is the SIC containing the largest number of 

organisations, and 75 percent of its organisations employ between 1 and 9 staff. 

The sample would therefore have targeted only fifty of the 1 ,532 distribution 

organisations in the 1 to 9 employee size band. 

Table 5 also illustrates the over-representation of the public sector in the achieved 

sample. This could be due to the greater obligation of public sector organisations 

to respond to public queries. In addition, the respondents from educational 

establishments might well have felt sympathetic to a questionnaire issued from a 

University. 

The over-representation of the Energy sector results from the small number of 

organisations in this sector, with half of them responding to the questionnaire. 

This is how the sector came to be disproportionately represented. 

The weighting methodology in the section below explains how the researcher 

endeavoured to address these biases in analysis. 
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The 378 responses were entered into SPSS for Windows. This package was 

chosen as it is well used and understood within academia (in addition, it was 

readily available to the researcher) . Prior to analysis the data were checked for 

possible transcription errors . 

The respondents' data was entered into the spreadsheet as dichotomous or two

way (0, 1 )  data. 1 represented an answer in the affirmative. Bourque and Clarke 

( 1 993) write that categorical data with three or more categories are often 

transformed into a series of dummy variables with only two outcomes (0 or 1 ) .  

This makes it easier to undertake statistical procedures (Bourque and Clarke, 

1 993). The data were therefore ready to be weighted and then analysed. 

4.4.6 Weighting the responses 

The previous section outlined the characteristics of the achieved sample. It noted 

that certain industrial sectors and organisation sizes were over-represented when 

compared to those present in the sampling frame. This is likely to have been due 

in part to the 'disproportionate' sampling method adopted (Section 4.4.3), which 

enabled the study to capture "rare species" in the sampling frame (Robson, 1 993). 

Kalton (1 983) writes that "weights are needed when the sampled elements are 

selected by unequal probability". They compensate for bias in the achieved 

sample by assigning greater relative importance to some sampled elements than to 

others to reflect the sample frame in analysis (Kalton, 1 983). The weighting 

therefore adjusted the survey responses to more accurately reflect the overall SIC 

and size characteristics of the sampling frame. 

4.4. 7 The mechanics of weighting the data 

In order to weight the data, the researcher took the number of respondents in each 

category from the achieved sample, and the number of organisations in each 
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category in the sampling frame. The researcher then calculated, for each of the 

SIC and size strata, the proportion that the respondents represented of the 

organisations in the sampling frame. This approach is illustrated below, for 

agricultural respondents employing 1 - 1 0  employees (the first SIC/size category 

in the sample frame): 

_l2_ (respondents in this category) = 0.077 or 7.7% 

246 (organisations in this category in the sampling.frame) 

The weighting proportion is 0.077 or 7.7 percent. The agricultural respondents 

employing 1 - 1 0  employees therefore represent 7.7 percent of the total number of 

organisations in this category. 

The weighting proportion was calculated for each category. These were then 

entered into the corresponding SIC and size rows in the SPSS spreadsheet. The 

responses ( either '0 '  or ' l  ') were then divided by the weighting proportion 

calculated for their category. Each organisation' s response was thus multiplied to 

represent the estimated responses of a number of organisations in that category. 

For example, where a small agricultural organisation (0 - 1 0  employees) answered 

'yes' to a question, this was coded as ' I ' .  In the spreadsheet this response, along 

with all other responses by this organisation, was divided by the weighting 

proportion calculated: 

=1 1 2.987 

0.077 

By usmg the weighting proportion, the answer from one organisation was 

multiplied up, thus representing the answer from 1 2.987 or thirteen organisations. 

Each answer from each small agricultural respondent was in this way multiplied to 

represent approximately 1 3  other such organisations. The total number of 
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responses in this category was then summed. Overall, there were 1 9  respondents 

in this category. With each of the 19  responses in this category representing 

12.987 organisations, a total of 246.753 responses were estimated. The sample 

frame shows 246 organisations to be present in this category. The weighting 

procedure was therefore an effective means to estimate responses from the sample 

frame. 

Through this weighting procedure the researcher contrived to remove bias from 

the results as far as possible. Inevitably, estimates from categories with a higher 

proportion of respondents would be more reliable, and the resulting limitations of 

the data are discussed in the section below. 

4.4.8 The approach to analysis 

The aim of the questionnaire was to ascertain the extent and nature of local 

economic indicator use in forecasting. The analysis avoids a detailed 

investigation of forecasting trends and procedures per se, and concentrates upon 

the specific use of local economic indicators in this context. It describes : 

• the extent of local economic indicator use; 

• the types of organisations using ( or wanting to use) local economic indicators; 

• the common 'platforms' of use (i .e. the computer software they are 

incorporated into); 

• how and why the indicators are used. 

The aims of the survey are exploratory, seeking indicative findings that can be 

related back to organisation size and industrial class .  A qualitative analysis was 

felt to be appropriate to these aims, using basic cross-tabulations and frequency 

counts. These methods of analysis enable an effective summary of findings, 

allowing the identification and illustration of trends in indicator use and need. 

In addition to the appropriateness of basic statistical analysis, complex statistical 
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analysis was considered to be inappropriate. Such an approach would be ill 

matched to the aims of the survey research, and unsuited to the data itself. By 

electing to weight the data, biases in the achieved sample frame were addressed, 

but the findings were restricted to 'estimates' .  A detailed statistical analysis of 

weighted data would be likely to bring a spurious accuracy to the findings. Some 

of the estimates from specific SIC/size categories are based on smaller numbers of 

original respondents than others . Some SIC/size categories may therefore be less 

robust in analysis than others. Detailed multivariate might therefore produce 

misleading findings. The analysis addresses this issue by analysing organisations 

broadly by size band and SIC separately, thus marginalising the impact of 

individual categories. 

4.5 Analysis : The overall forecasting population 

4.5.1 Introduction 

The analysis concentrates on the use of, and the perceived need for, local 

economic indicators in forecasting. The findings for the overall forecasting 

population of Bedfordshire are therefore summarised briefly below to reflect this. 

The second section involves a more focused analysis of organisations using local 

economic indicators in their forecasts. 

organisational characteristics. 

This includes their forecasting and 

The third section involves a similarly structured 

analysis of those organisations wanting to use them in their forecasts. 

4.5.2 A bullet point summary of the overall forecasting population 

The summary below is of the weighted survey findings for the sampling frame. 

The figures are therefore estimates. (Tables supporting the summarised findings 

can be found in Appendix 8). 
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• 47 percent of the respondents (representing 3 ,560 organisations) used forecasts 

in their decision-making; 

• Over three quarters (79 percent) of these forecast on a twelve month time 

horizon; 

• only 4 percent of forecasters contracted their forecast out, with the majority 

conducting their forecasts in-house; 

• forecasting organisations overwhelmingly used qualitative forecasting 

methods. This has been noted as a recurring tendency in previous studies of 

forecasting practice (Dalrymple, 1 987; Mentzer and Cox, 1 984; Mentzer and 

Kahn, 1995 and Sparkes and McHugh, 1 984) : 

Figure 9: 

Estimated no. of organsiations using specified forecasting techniques 

2475
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1 543 

1 500 
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310 

Experience Expert Regression Line of best Exponential Sales force Scenario 

opinion fit smoothing data planning 

Forecasting technique 
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at scale pt. 5 ' ' or ' ' ', '6 7

• 59  percent of forecasting organisations (2, 1 04) used spreadsheets as their 

forecasting software; 

• forecasts were most influential in the decision-making area of financial 

planning and budgeting, (Table 6) . An estimated 84 percent of the forecasting 

population rated the role of forecasting to be either a ' 5 ' , ' 6 '  or ' 7 ' on a scale of 

1 to 7; 

Table 6 :  The role of forecasting in decision-making for local input users (from a 
scale of 1 to 7) 

The decision making areas Estimated no. of These as a %  of the total 
organisations rating role projected forecasting population 

• 70 percent of forecasters found their forecasts to be unreliable, but 66 percent 

of these used them anyway; 

• An estimated 22 percent of respondents believed that more local economic 

information would improve their forecasting accuracy. Figure 1 0  illustrates the 

findings.  Better staff knowledge of forecasting, and more internal information 

were the most specified information needs. These are training and 

management issues, and can be addressed internally by the organisation. It is 

interesting to note that the need for local economic information was felt to be 

stronger than that for economic information at regional or national scales. This 

could be because the organisations consider economic information at this level 

to be more relevant to them. It may also be that they have encountered greater 

difficulty in accessing the more local data. 

Financial planning and 
budgeting 
Investment decisions 

Human resource planning 

Demand for goods and 
services 

2,993 84 

1 ,957 55 

1 ,684 47 

1 ,620 46 
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Figure 1 0 : 

Estimated no. of organisations specifying information  to improve forecasting 
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• 1 0  percent (366) or forecasting organisations currently use local inputs into 

their forecasts. The majority of these use local unemployment and local job 

vacancies (see the next section of analysis for more detailed analysis). 

Forecasters conducting their own forecasts are frequently using a twelve-month 
h 

time horizon and qualitative forecasting tecniques. Attempts to provide them 

local economic information to improve their forecasting accuracy will therefore 

need to consider these characteristics. 

The next section details the types of local inputs being used and the forecasting 

characteristics of these users. The findings from this will outline the types of 

forecasting system into which local economic indicators can be integrated. The 

section will therefore steer considerations for a potential local economic indicator 

database (Chapter Six) . 

- 85 -



4.6 Analysis : Organisations using local inputs 

4.6.1 The local inputs used 

In total, an estimated 446 local inputs were used by 366 organisations, 

representing 1 0  percent of the forecasting population (some organisations used 

more than one local input). Figure 1 1  displays the number of number of 

organisations using each category of local input. 

Unemployment figures, job vacancies and average pay (recognised local economic 

indicators) accounted for 85 percent of the total 446 local inputs used. 

Figure 1 1 :  

Estimated number of organisations using local inputs in their forecasts 
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Input users were analysed by SIC (Table 7). Only organisations from the public 

sector were found to use demographic information. More detailed (two digit SIC) 

- 86 -



53 

analysis revealed these to be from education, public administration, sanitary 

services and medical and health services . These are likely to be concerned with 

the projected demands on their services from a growing population 

Table 7: The estimated number of local inputs used in each SIC 

SIC using local inputs Unemp. Job 
vacancies 

Average 
pay 

Demog. 
trends 

Competit. 

info. 
Metals and minerals 1 1  7 5 0 0 
Engineering 25 5 25 0 0 
Manufacturing 8 2 7 0 0 
Distribution 1 3  0 0 0 1 3  
Finance and business 1 14 1 06 14  0 0 
Public sector and other 20 8 1 1  0 

The SICs of  agriculture, energy, transport and telecommunications did not use local inputs and so  are not shown in  the 

table. 

The finance and business services sector are seen to be the most prolific users of 

local inputs . However, their interest focuses overwhelmingly on unemployment 

and job vacancies. It is interesting to note that distribution currently uses only 

unemployment and competitor information as local inputs. Certainly the retail 

element (which dominates the distribution sector in Bedfordshire) would 

inevitably sell the majority of its goods locally. Local economic indicators would 

therefore reflect their 'catchment' . 

Table 8 :  The estimated number of local inputs used in each size band 

Employee size band Unemp. Job 
vacancies 

Average 
pay 

Demog. 
trends 

Competit. 
info. 

l < 1 0  1 00 100 0 0 0 
1 0  < 50 41 7 25 34 0 
50 < 250 32 14  1 9  27 1 3  
250+ 1 8  6 9 0 0 

Organisations with ten or less employees are using a large number of local inputs. 

However, their use is restricted to unemployment and job vacancy information. 

The larger organisations use a greater variety of socio-economic inputs. This 
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could be because they have more time and manpower to devote to the collection 

of local inputs. The tables below show the proportion of the estimated total 

forecasting population that use local inputs. Table 9 studies this for each 

industrial class, and Table 1 0  for organisation size 

Table 9 :  The proportion of the estimated forecasting population using local inputs 
in each SIC 
SICs using local inputs Estimated number of These as a % of the 

local input users forecasting population 
Metals and minerals 1 8  1 8  
Engineering 24 5 
Manufacturing 8 2 
Distribution 20 2 
Finance and business 22 1 25 
Public sector and other 1 6 

The table above reveals a wide variation in the use of local economic inputs 

between industrial classes. The highest proportions are in metals and minerals, 

finance and business and the public sector and other categories. The public sector 

would be more likely to use local economic inputs as they produce and use these 

as their statutory function. Finance and business forecasters are most likely to use 

local inputs. This is an interesting finding, and the practitioner interviews in 

Chapter Five provide an opportunity to understand this use further. The high 

usage in the metals and minerals sector indicates that related 'heavy 

manufacturing' industries might similarly find this information useful. The 

section on perceived need for local economic information will enable an 

assessment of this .  

Table 10 :  The proportion of the estimated forecasting population using local 
inputs in each size band 

Employee size band Estimated number of These as a % of the 
local input users forecasting population 

1 < 1 0  200 1 2  
1 0  < 50 73 6 
50 < 250 75 1 5  
250+ 1 8  1 7  
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Table 1 0  illustrates that an organisation's size does not impact heavily on its 

likelihood to use local inputs. However, the medium-sized organisations can be 

seen to be far less likely to use local inputs in their forecasts . 

This could be because these do not relate their activities to their immediate 

locality (as do the smaller organisations) . Therefore they may not donate the 

manpower to collecting and using local economic indicators. The larger 

organisations, while similarly less dependent on local markets, are more likely to 

have the resources to use local economic inputs (amongst others) . 

Again, these indicative findings will prove interesting when compared the analysis 

of organisations likelihood to perceive a need for local economic information 

(section 4.7. 1 ) . 

4.6.2 Local input users and their involvement in the local economy 

The research aimed to explore whether forecasting organisations usmg local 

inputs were any more involved in the local economy than the general forecasting 

population. This was achieved through two questions: one concerned the 

percentage of their supplies that were bought locally, and the other asked for the 

percentage of their service or product that was sold locally. 

For public sector organisations, this latter question referred to their ' services' to 

the population (even though these were not actually ' sold'). Figure 12 compares 

the two populations in the percentage of supplies that they purchase locally. It can 

be seen that local input users are consistently purchasing more supplies locally 

than the general forecasting population. 
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Figure 12 :  

The estimated percentage of local i nput users and the forecasting population 
purchasing supplies locally 
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Figure 1 3 :  

The estimated percentage of loc;al input users and the forecasting population selling 
their product/service locally 
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Figure 1 3  reveals an estimated 80 percent of local users to sell between 75 and 

1 00 percent of their product locally. This indicates that local input use is likely to 

be driven by a direct need to know the state of the economy on which they 

depend. 

4.6.3 The forecasting methodology of the local input user 

As with the general forecasting population, very few local input users were 

estimated to contract out their forecasts ( 1  percent). 62 percent of forecasts are 

conducted by the organisations' own specialist group, and 37 percent by the 

employee using the forecast. This indicates that the completed questionnaires 

analysed for this research are directly applicable to their organisations. 

Respondents that contracted out would have been less certain in their knowledge 

of the forecasting procedures undertaken. 

Local input users were found to forecast most frequently in the ' 12 months ahead' 

time horizon (Figure 1 4). 

Figure 1 4 : 
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This implies that the inputs they use are likely to be available at least annually. 

Table 1 1  illustrates findings on the forecasting methodologies adopted by local 

input users. As with the projected general forecasting population, 

Of the quantitative 

qualitative 

methods were the most popular forecasting methodologies . 

techniques used, the more naive methods of line of best fit and regression 

dominated. Figure 1 5  shows the software used by local input users. 

Table 1 1 :  Forecasting methodologies specified by local input users ( estimated) 

I Forecasting method No. of local input users These as a %  of the total 
no. of input users 

-

Experience 233 70 
Expert opinion 1 89 52 
Line of best fit 52 14  
Regression 26 7 
Sales force data 20 5 

' Exponential smoothing 1 0  3 

Figure 1 5 :  

The estimated percentage of local input users and the forecasting population 
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1 3  

statistics packages as the general forecasting population. The local input user is 

therefore a more sophisticated operator than the general forecaster, though no 

more likely to use quantitative approaches as a forecasting methodology. This 

finding is unsurprising. The use of socio-economic local inputs in forecasts and 

Figure 1 5  reveals local input users to be using twice as many forecasting and 

decision-making is a fairly innovative, sophisticated decision. The forecaster 

using local inputs may be approaching his or her forecasts with more awareness, 

originality and technical support. 

input users. 

4.6.4 Areas of decision-making that local input fed forecasts feed into 

Table 12 :  The role of forecasts in the decision making of local input users 

( estimated) 

The area of decision making 

1 

The scale (1 'no role' ,  7 ' strong 

2 3 4 5 

role') 

6 7 

Investment 0 0 27 32 7 5 6  

At present, however, spreadsheets remain the common platform for forecasting 

both within the general forecasting population and the sub-population of local 

Human resource planning 0 8 7 1 5  

Demand for goods & services 1 00 2 1 7  1 43 23 

Financial planning & budgeting 100 0 0 0 9 

The shaded cells in Table 12  highlight the clustering of organisations on the scale 

for the various decision-making areas. It can be seen that forecasting is not 

considered to play a strong role in investment. Instead, decisions on human 

resource planning, financial planning and budgeting appear to be more influenced 

by forecasts. 
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4.6.5 The perceived forecasting accuracy of local input fed forecasts and 

information that might improve it 

Figure 1 6  reveals that forecasters using local inputs in their forecasts perceive 

them to be more accurate than the projected general forecasting population. 44 

percent of local input users were estimated to consider their forecasts to contain 

very few errors . This figure is 1 0  percent higher than that for the general 

forecasting population. In addition, none of the organisations using local inputs in 

their forecasts consider them to be ' too unreliable' for decision-making purposes. 

These figures indicate that the incorporation of local inputs into forecasts is likely 

to increase accuracy. 

Figure 1 6 :  

Forecasting accuracy as perceived by an estimated percentage of local input users 
and the general forecasting population 
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Figure 1 7  indicates the types of information that organisations believe will 

improve their forecasting. 
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Figure 1 7: 
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The results above reveal 'better staff training' to be the most frequently specified 

information believed to improve forecasting, as with the general forecasting 

population. In second place was the need for more information on the local 

economy. This accounted for 27 percent of local input users, compared to 22 

percent of the general forecasting population. 

Despite the fact that these organisations are estimated to be using local inputs 

already, they also want more local economic information. Organisations already 

using local inputs appear more likely to believe in the value of local economic 

information in a forecast. Perhaps this originates from their positive experiences 

of local inputs as a means to improve forecasting accuracy. 

For local input users, the need for more local economic information is estimated to 

be more than twice as great as the need for regional and national economic 

information. This is a far stronger preference for local economic data over other 

economic data than that exhibited by the general forecasting population (Figure 
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1 0, page 85) .  This could be because local input users are more involved with the 

local economy than the general forecasting population (see figures 12  and 1 3 ,  

page 90). It could also be because local economic data is less readily available 

than economic data at other scales. 

4.6.6 A bullet-point summary of Bedfordshire's organisations using local 

inputs in their forecasts 

• 366 organisations were projected to use local inputs in their forecasts (that is 

10  percent of the total projected number of forecasting organisations in 

Bedfordshire) ; 

• 85 percent of the local inputs used are local economic indicators ; 

• the SICs of metals and minerals, engineering, manufacturing, the public 

sector, distribution, finance and business services were using local inputs in 

their forecasts; 

• metals and minerals, finance and business services and the public sector and 

other categories are the SI Cs most likely to use local inputs; 

• small organisations use the most local inputs in Bedfordshire, but larger 

organisations use a greater variety; 

• the likelihood of forecasting organisations to use local inputs is not strongly 

influenced by size; 

• local input users consistently purchase more from the local economy than the 

general projected forecasting population; 

• 80 percent of local input users sell 75 to 100 percent of their product or service 

to the local economy (this figure is 28 percent for the general projected 

forecasting population) ; 

• the vast majority of local input users follow a qualitative forecasting 

methodology and work on a twelve month time horizon; 

• despite spreadsheets remaining the dominant software platform for local input 

users, this sub-group uses twice the proportion of forecasting packages than 

the general forecasting population; 
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• the forecasts of local input users were judged to play a strong role in human 

resource planning and financial planning and budgeting; 

• local input users felt their forecasts to be more accurate than the general 

forecasting population did; 

• local input users stated local economic information as the second most 

valuable information need that would improve their forecasts. 27 percent of 

local input users stated it as information that would improve their forecasts, 

compared to 22 percent of the forecasting population as a whole. 

Local economic indicators have been successfully integrated into the forecasting 

systems of a variety of organisations. These organisations tend to operate on a 1 2  

month time horizon and use mainly qualitative forecasting methods. There i s  no 

reason why organisations following similar forecasting procedures could not also 

integrate local economic indicators into their forecasts, should they wish to . 

Local input users perceive their forecasts to be more accurate than the general 

forecasting population perceived theirs to be. This may be due to their use of 

local economic indicators . It may also, however, be due to a more sophisticated 

understanding of the forecasting process, or more advanced software ( evidenced 

by the higher use of forecasting and statistical packages) . Nonetheless, 27 percent 

of organisations using local economic indicators felt that more local economic 

information would improve their forecasting accuracy. This implies that their 

experiences with local economic indicators have so far been positive, and led them 

to view local economic indicators as a potential means to improve accuracy. 

4.7 Analysis : Organisations wanting local economic 

information 

This is the final section of analysis. It concentrates on studying those 

organisations that would like more local economic information (LEI) to improve 
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their forecasting accuracy. The results allow the researcher to consider the 

reasons why LEI might be relevant to these organisations and looks at the 

organisations' characteristics. 

4.7.1 Basic characteristics 

An estimated 783 organisations (22 percent of forecasters) specified that more LEI 

would improve their forecasting performance. Of these, 1 46 were from the public 

sector and 63 7 were from the private sector. 99 of the 783 organisations were 

already using local inputs (these organisations were from the manufacturing, 

distribution, finance and business services and public sectors) . 

This lack of overlap between expressed desire for LEI and actual use of it 

indicates an ' information' gap. In order locate major local economic needs, an 

SIC breakdown is provided in Table 1 3  below. 

Table 1 3  reveals the need for LEI to span the majority of SI Cs. This is interesting 

given the findings in section 4.6.o1 which found three SICs not currently using 

SICs, and fairly small proportions of use engineering, manufacturing and 

distribution. 

Table 1 3 :  Organisations wanting LEI in each SIC 

SIC Estimated no. of These as a % of the estimated 
organisations wanting LEI total forecasting population 

Agriculture 0 -

Energy 1 1 00 
Minerals 1 6 1 6  
Engineering 25 5 

Manufacturing 46 1 3  

Construction 
Distribution 2 1 8  23 
Transport & telecom 1 1  20 

Finance & business 265 30 

Public sector etc. 146 3 1  
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Here, for the majority of SICs, those wanting LEI tended to represent between 1 6-

32 percent of the total forecasting population. Survey findings indicated that 

construction, however, is not currently using local inputs, nor is energy or 

transport and telecommunications. As suspected in the analysis of local input 

users, while only 2 percent of forecasting manufacturing industries were estimated 

to use local inputs, a comparatively large 1 3  percent would like to use them. 

The largest percentages of forecasters wanting more LEI were estimated to come 

from construction; public sector and other; finance and business services; 

distribution, transport and telecommunications. 

However, some of the industrial classes that wanted LEI placed a higher value on 

national economic information than on LEI. These were: heavy engineering; 

manufacturing; construction and transport and telecommunications. Appendix 9 

shows these sectors to be ( overall) more interested in national economic 

information to improve their forecasts . Their interest, therefore, is more likely to 

reflect a general belief that more economic information would improve their 

forecasts, as opposed to a specific interest in LEI. In addition, for distribution, 

regional economic information is slightly preferred over local (those projected to 

want more LEI: 2 1 8, those projected to want more regional economic information: 

260). This may reflect the strong draw of large retail outlets to customers from 

surrounding areas beyond the local boundary. 

Figure 1 8  provides a breakdown of organisations wanting more LEI by size. 

From the absolute figures it can be seen that the need for LEI is greatest in the 

smaller-sized organisations. However, proportionately this need is felt by 

approximately 20 percent of forecasting organisations in each size category. This 

strengthens the findings in section 4.6 .1  which found that organisation size did not 

influence the propensity to use local inputs in forecasts. 
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Figure 18 :  

Estimated no. of organisations wanting LEI in each size band (and as a percentage of 
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4.7.2 The involvement in the local economy of those using LEI 

Figure 19 :  

The estimated percentage of organisations wanting LE I  purchasing suppl ies locally 
(compared to the percentage of the forecasting population) 

60 57 

50 

.Q o % of those wanting l.e.i 
Ctl 40 

·c 
Ctl 111111 % of general forecasting 

32 
population 0 !

30 
25 

20 

1 0  6 7 

0 

0 < 25 25 < 50 50 < 75 75 > 1 00 

Percentage of supplies purchased locally 

- 1 00 -



43 
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Figure 1 9  above shows that organisations wanting LEI are purchasing more from 

the local economy than the general forecasting population. However, the general 

population of forecasters is one percent more likely to purchase 7 5 to 1 00 percent 

of supplies locally. This relationship between purchasing supplies locally and 

wanting LEI is therefore not particularly powerful. 

In contrast, those organisations wanting LEI can be seen in Figure 20 (below) to 

78 percent of 

organisations wanting LEI are selling over fifty percent of their product or service 

locally. 45 percent of the general forecasting population are selling over 50 

percent of their products and services locally. This implies that there is a strong 

relationship between local sales and desire for LEI. 

Figure 20: 

Estimated percentage of organisations wanting LEI sel l ing their product/service 
locally (compared to the percentage of the forecasting population) 
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The state of the local economy would therefore be very relevant to this sub

population of forecasters who are depending on the local economy for their sales. 
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4.7.3 The forecasting methodology of organisations wanting more LEI 

The forecasts of the estimated 783 organisations wanting more LEI are mainly 

produced by their own specialist group (587 organisations) and also the employee 

using the forecast (29 1) .  The three organisations that contract out their forecasts 

also conduct some within their own group. Therefore all of the respondents 

wanting LEI conduct their own forecasts to varying degrees. 

Their favoured time horizon, as can be seen in Figure 21 below, is 12 months 

ahead. It can be seen that the forecasting horizon preference for those 

organisations wanting LEI is slightly skewed to the longer time horizons (whereas 

the local input users are more skewed towards the shorter time horizons). 

Figure 21  : 

Estimated no. of organisations wanting LEI operating on each time horizon 
(compared to those using local inputs) 
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A majority of local input users also forecasts 12  months ahead. LEI, therefore, 

can be incorporated into forecasts that operate on a twelve-month time horizon. 

Organisations wanting LEI as an input into forecasts operating within this 
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timescale should therefore be able to access it, and incorporate it into their 

forecasts (as users of local inputs are doing already) . 

Figure 22 illustrates that the users of local inputs and those wanting LEI use 

mainly qualitative methodologies. 75 percent of those wanting LEI can be seen to 

use experience as their 'methodology' ,  and a further 60 percent use 'expert 

opinion' (most organisations used more than one method). Similarly, 70 percent 

of use ' experience' ,  and 52 percent of local input users use 'expert opinion' .  The 

two groups' common usage of qualitative forecasting techniques further 

emphasises the methodological similarities between them. 

Figure 22: 

Estimated percentage of o rganisations wanting more LEI using forecasting 
techniques 
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Figure 23 (below) confirms these similarities in the area of software usage, 

although local input users are more likely to favour general statistical packages. 
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Figure 23 : 

Software used by an estimated pe rcentage of organisations wanting more LEI 

(compared to the percentage for those using local inputs) 
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Figure 23 reveals spreadsheets as dominant software for both groups. 61 percent 

of those wanting LEI use spreadsheets, and 57 percent of those using local inputs. 

Fewer of those wanting LEI use forecasting and general statistics packages than 

those using local inputs. 

Generally, those organisations wanting LEI have similar forecasting procedures to 

the local input users. They should therefore, theoretically, be able to incorporate 

local economic indicators into their forecasts and decision-making. 

4.7.4 The role of forecasts in the decision-making areas of organisations 

wanting more LEI 

The forecasts of this sub-group did not contribute dramatically to decisions of 

investment, human resource planning and demand for goods and services. 

However, Table 14 shows that they play a strong role in the area of financial 
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planning and budgeting. 

Table 14 :  The role of forecasting in decision-making in organisations wanting LEI 

The area of decision making The scale (1 'no role' , 7 ' strong role') 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Investment 59 1 50 10  1 5 0  67 1 55 1 92 

Human resource planning 1 36 14  14 1  1 5 1  60 1 6 1 1 20 

Demand for goods & services 35 77 1 55 1 29 1 3 5  68 1 84 

Financial planning & 0 0 0 35 1 

budgeting 

The role of forecasts in this area of decision-making (see shaded cells) is a trend 

that has held for the general forecasting population and local input users as well. 

The provision of LEI to these organisations could therefore be presumed to 

improve their decision-making capabilities in this crucial area. 

4.7.5 Perceived forecasting accuracy 

Those wanting LEI perceive their forecasts as the least accurate, as illustrated 

below in Figure 24. Of those wanting LEI, 14  percent regarded their forecasts as 

too unreliable to use in decision-making. This figure was only 4 percent for the 

general forecasting population. Of the local input users, no organisations found 

their forecasts this unreliable. 

These findings emphasise the need within this sub-population for better 

forecasting performance. These organisations have indicated their belief that LEI 

would improve their forecasting performance. They have also shown that 

forecasts are already playing a strong role in the decision-making area of financial 

planning and budgeting. If they could have access to LEI, they could better 

inform their financial plans by using more accurate forecasts 
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Figure 24: 

Forecasting accuracy as perceived by an estimated percentage of those wanting LEI ==-=-==-----==---and those using local inputs 
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In addition, improvements in forecasting accuracy might well lead to a greater 

contribution of forecasting to decisions made in other areas. For example, those 

currently using local inputs rate the role of forecasting highly in the area of human 

resource management as well as in financial planning. With 14  percent of this 

sub-population estimated to find their forecasts 'too unreliable for decision

making purposes' ,  the scope for improvement is enormous. 

4.7.6 A bullet-point summary of those organisations in Bedfordshire 

believing that more LEI would improve their forecasts 

• Of the 3 ,560 forecasting organisations in Bedfordshire, 783 believe that more 

LEI would improve their forecasting performance (representing 22 percent of 

the forecasting population). 637 of these were private sector organisations; 
• only 99 of the 738 organisations wanting LEI are currently using some local 

inputs in their forecasts. Therefore, an estimated 684 organisations ( 1 9  

percent) in Bedfordshire believe that LEI would improve their forecasting 
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accuracy, but are currently using none. There is an ' information gap' ; 
• the need for LEI was expressed by organisations across the SICs (with the 

exception of agriculture), and equally across size bands; 

• 38  percent of organisations wanting LEI purchase over 50 percent of their 

supplies locally ( compared to 26 percent of the general forecasting 

population); 
• 78 percent of organisations wanting LEI sell over 50 percent of their supplies 

locally (compared to 35 percent of the general forecasting population); 
• 12  months ahead is the most popular forecasting horizon for the majority of 

organisations wanting LEI (and for local input users); 
• as with local input users, organisations wanting LEI use mainly qualitative 

forecasting methods and only a few, basic quantitative methods; 
• 6 1  percent of organisations wanting LEI use spreadsheets; 57 percent of those 

using local inputs did so . Organisations wanting LEI used slightly fewer 

forecasting packages than local input users, and approximately half the 

proportion of general statistics packages; 
• financial planning and budgeting is the main decision-making area influenced 

by forecasts; 

performing the least accurately. It is the belief of this sub-group that LEI will 

improve their bad forecasting performance. Those organisations wanting LEI for 

their forecasts depend on the local economy as a market for their 

products/services. Their local involvement emphasises the potential applicability 

of LEI to their decision-making activities. Only 99 of the 783 organisations 

wanting 'more' LEI were actually using any LEI in their forecasts. Their need 

therefore represents a genuine ' information gap' .  

• 14  percent of organisations wanting LEI considered their forecasts too 

unreliable to use in decision-making ( compared to O percent of local input 

users and 4 percent of the general forecasting population). 

To conclude, of all the sub-groups, those wanting LEI perceive their forecasts as 

--
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The forecasting procedures of organisations wanting LEI are similar to (but less 

statistically sophisticated 

for 

than) to those of local input 

incorporate LEI 

users . It is therefore 

theoretically possible these organisations to into their 

forecasts. The main obstacle to their use of LEI would therefore appear to be its 

availability. 

4.8 A summary of the survey analysis 

4.8.1 The local economic indicators used, and the extent of their use 

It was projected that a total of 446 local inputs were used by 366 organisations . 

These represent 1 0  percent of the total forecasting population in Bedfordshire. 

3 80 of the 446 local inputs used were traditional local economic indicators (that is 

unemployment, job vacancies and average pay). The remaining local inputs were 

demographic trends and competitor information. Economic indicators dominated 

local input use, accounting for an estimated 85 percent of those stated. 

Small organisations represent the majority of local input users in Bedfordshire. 75 

percent of local input users are from organisations with fewer than fifty 

employees. However, organisations with more than ten employees were found to 

use a greater variety of local economic indicators as inputs. 

The sectors usmg local economic indicators were: metal and minerals; 

engineering; manufacturing; distribution; the public sector; and financial and 

business services. 

4.8.2 The relationship between involvement with the local economy and use 

of/need for local inputs 

Local input users were found to be very much more dependent on the local 
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economy than the general forecasting population. They consistently purchased 

more supplies from the local economy, and sold 80 percent of their 

product/service locally. This last figure was 28 percent for the overall forecasting 

population. These findings lead to the assumption that heavy involvement with the 

local economy has led to their use of local inputs, as these would be highly 

relevant to their organisation' s operations. 

Organisations wanting to use LEI in their forecasts are also more involved in the 

local economy than the overall forecasting population. They particularly rely 

upon the local economy to absorb their goods and services. 78 percent of 

organisations wanting LEI sold over 50 percent of their product/supplies locally. 

4.8.3 The perceived accuracy of forecasts from input users and from those 

organisations wanting LEI 

44 percent of local input users considered their forecasts "accurate with very few 

errors", compared to 30  percent of the general forecasting population. The 

majority of both the general forecasting population and local input users found 

their forecasts to "contain a number of errors". However, none of the local input 

users perceived their forecasts to be "too unreliable for decision-making". This 

may be due to their use of local inputs, or it may be due to a more sophisticated 

understanding of the forecasting process than the general forecasting population. 

4 percent of the overall forecasting population found their forecasts "too 

unreliable for decision-making", and these used fewer forecasting packages than 

the local input users. 

forecasts to be the most inaccurate. 1 4  percent of these produced 

It would seem 

forecasts that 

they believed were too unreliable for use in decision-making. 

without doubt, therefore, that this sub-group's forecast perfom1ance needs to be 

improved. 

The organisations that wanted LEI to improve their forecasts perceived their 
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4.8.4 The extent to which LEI is perceived as improving forecasting 

accuracy 

general forecasting population indicated that 'More local 

economic information' 

22 percent of the 

would improve their forecasting accuracy. It was the third 

most frequently stated information need. The two most frequently stated 

information needs (more staff training and more information from their own 

organisation) could both be addressed internally by the organisation. The need for 

LEI could arise from a combination of the relevance of the information (for 

organisations involved with the local market) and the dearth of LEI generally. 

LEI was the second most frequently stated information need for local input users, 

accounting for 27 percent of these organisations. 

that these organisations had already experienced with the local inputs incorporated 

This could stem from successes 

into their forecasts . In addition, those using local inputs may be already using the 

only local economic indicators that they are aware of. This finding is likely to 

reflect frustration with the current availability of economic information at this 

level. 

4.8.5 The role of local input-fed forecasts in decision-making 

Local input users were found to regard their forecasts as playing a strong role in 

the decision-making areas of human resource management and financial planning 

and budgeting. 92 percent of local input users felt forecasting to play an 

important role in human resource planning (i.e. graded it a 5, 6 or 7 on a 1 to 7 

scale) . 77 percent felt forecasting to play an important role in financial planning 

and budgeting. 

For the general forecasting population, the only decision-making area in which 

forecasting played a similarly strong role was financial planning and budgeting 
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(where 84 percent of organisations graded forecasts as playing an important role) . 

It could therefore be considered that local inputs could enable organisations to 

make more informed decisions on human resource management. 

4.8.6 Assessing the size of the ' information gap' 

783 organisations wanted more LEI, and the majority of these were in the private 

sector (637). In order to establish the size of the LEI gap it was necessary to study 

the overlap between local input users and those wanting more LEI. Of the 783 

organisations wanting more information on the local economy, only 99 were 

already using local inputs. The remaining 684 organisations (19 percent of the 

forecasting population) wanted, but did not currently use, LEI. This points to the 

existence of a large information gap. 

4.8.7 The possible incorporation of LEI into the forecasting procedures of 

those who want it 

Local input users and those that would like to use LEI had many methodological 

similarities in their forecasting procedures. Theoretically, if the procedures are 

similar, those wanting more LEI will be just as able to use it as the local input 

users. 

Local input users and those organisations wanting more LEI both conducted their 

own forecasts. The majority of local input users forecast in the twelve month 

ahead category, with the three months ahead and three years ahead as the next 

most frequently used horizons, with the longer term horizon of over three years 

category the least popular. 

Those organisations wanting LEI had a similar time horizon profile, but it was 

skewed slightly more towards the longer term time horizons. The fact that 

organisations wanting LEI operate on the same (if not a slightly longer-term) time 
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horizon as those already using local inputs is a positive sign. A lot of local 

economic data is available annually, and is already being used in forecasts (as 

indicated by the local input users) . 

The vast majority of both sub-populations forecast using qualitative 

methodologies. Those wanting LEI used marginally more qualitative forecasting 

methodologies and approximately fifty percent fewer quantitative forecasting 

methodologies (i .e. line of best fit, regression and exponential smoothing). 

Spreadsheets were found to be the dominant forecasting platform for both local 

input users and organisations wanting more LEI. A larger proportion of those 

using local inputs were found to be using forecasting packages and general 

statistics packages. The provision of local economic indicators would therefore be 

most effective on a basic software platform such as a spreadsheet, if the provision 

was to include services for organisations with computers . 

Organisations wanting LEI have very similar forecasting characteristics to those 

already using it, although their methodologies and software are less sophisticated. 

The similarity of forecasting procedures between the two sub-populations implies 

that it is entirely feasible for organisations that want LEI to incorporate it into 

their forecasts. Their main problem in using LEI in their forecasts appears, 

therefore, to be one of awareness and access. 

4.9 Conclusions 

The analysis has produced empirical evidence supporting the claims of the 

literature. These claims are that local economic indicators are used in the 

forecasts of organisations (Bailey et al, 1 991 ; Blakemore and Townsend, 1 99 1 ; 

Brettel and Jaffry, 1 990; Danson et al, 1 995; Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995; DoE, 

1 990; Fiske, 1 99 1 ;  Green, 1 993 ; Owen, 1 991) . An ' information gap' has been 
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identified following the discovery that 19  percent of Bedfordshire' s  organisations 

believe that LEI would improve their forecasting accuracy, yet these were not 

currently using any. 

The forecasting procedures of those organisations using local and of those wanting 

LEI were very similar. Therefore, the incorporation of LEI into the forecasting 

procedures of those wanting it is theoretically possible . It was found that the 

forecasts of those organisations using local inputs were perceived as more 

accurate than those of the forecasting population as a whole. The forecasts of 

those organisations wanting LEI were perceived by them as markedly less 

accurate than the other two sub-groups' perceptions. This implies that local 

economic indicators may increase forecasting accuracy, and certainly that those 

organisations wanting LEI (to increase their forecasting accuracy) would have 

more confidence in their forecasts if this could be incorporated. The forecasts of 

all the groups were found to be influential in the decision-making area of financial 

planning and budgeting. The forecasts of local input users also wielded a strong 

influence in decisions of human resource management. 

The use of local inputs and desire for LEI was associated with a strong 

involvement with the local economy. Local input users and organisations wanting 

more LEI were found to sell a far larger proportion of their product/service locally 

than the overall forecasting population. Their use of local inputs and need for LEI 

both appear, therefore, to be a result of the applicability of that information to the 

function of their organisations. 

To conclude, this sub-unit of analysis has permitted the identification and 

understanding of a specific ( and frequently quoted) use of local economic 

indicators. The next chapter explores the collection, organisation and use of local 

economic indicators in more detail. The investigation will take place through 

interviews with a small number of practitioners. The interviews will cover the use 

of local economic indicators in forecasting. They will also explore usage in other 
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areas that have not emerged so clearly out of the literature. 

The survey findings on the ' information gap' (felt particularly by the private 

sector) will be used in part to justify the feasibility study in Chapter Six. This 

considers the construction of a local economic indicator database for practitioners 

in the public and private sectors. The findings of this Chapter will also steer the 

contents of the database, the logistics of database management, and its 

dissemination. 
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' ' 

economic indicators in the local economy. A postal survey has established the 

The research so far has outlined the literature on the need for and use of 

5 THE PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS 

5.1 The interview methodology 

extent and nature of local economic indicator use in Bedfordshire within the 

specific application of forecasting. The thesis now looks in more depth at the 

need for, and use, of economic indicators in the local economy. This chapter 

summarises the practitioner interviews undertaken, and analyses the narrative to 

highlight emerging themes. 

The methodology followed, and the selection of interviewees, are discussed in 

sections 5 . 1 . 1  to 5 .4.2. The analysis of the public sector, consultancy and private 

sector practitioners can be found in sections 5 .5 ,  5 .6 and 5 .7  respectively. A 

summary of the main findings for each subgroup is placed at the end of each 

section. Trends emerging between the interviewee subgroups are discussed in 

section 5 . 8  and related to the literature in this area. 

5.1 .1  The methodological choice of the research interview 

Interviews were selected as a methodology because they enable subjects to put 

their behaviour into context and reveal insights into their experiences (Moser and 

Kalton, 1 97 1 ;  Seidman, 1 99 1 ;  Yin, 1 994). Narrative has, throughout history, been -

a means for humans to recount and make sense of their experiences (Seidman, 

1 99 1 ). Interviews therefore provide an ideal means for the practitioners in this 

study to "convey their own perspective in their own words" (Kvale, 1 996). 

The negative aspects of this methodological choice of are that interviews are 

"subject to the common problems of bias, poor recall and poor or inaccurate 
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articulation" (Yin, 1 994). It was decided to pursue an interview methodology 

despite these risks, because of the unique opportunities that the technique gives. 

Research in the field has not, as yet, investigated the experience ofpractitioners 

using local economic indicators. Logical argument is currently used to highlight 

problems that academics assume practitioners have with using local economic 

indicators. The little work by practitioners writing from their own experiences 

(Green, 1 99 1 ;  Worrall, 1 989; 1 99 1 )  has emerged in isolation. This study aims to 

gather, through interviews, a fuller, more rounded picture of practitioner 

experience. Interviews appear to be the ideal means to achieve this, by asking a 

number of practitioners from differing professional backgrounds about their 

expenences. 

5.1.2 The decision to undertake a 'guided' interview 

The structured survey interview is the dominant approach to interview research in 

the social and behavioural sciences (Mishler, 1 986) .  Its strict survey format and 

quantitative analysis permit easy comparison between interview groups, speedy 

analysis and hypothesis testing (Silverman, 1 98 5). This approach was, however, 

felt to be inappropriate to this study. This dissertation's research is too 

exploratory to enable a rigid, closed question formula. Also, such a structured 

approach would inhibit the aim to encourage context-rich narrative outlining the 

practitioner's experiences (Mishler, 1 986). 

The unstructured interview is the extreme alternative to the structured interview, 

and has come to be viewed as a progressive interview technique (Kvale, 1 996) . 

The unstructured interview is described by Lofland as a "flexible voyage of 

discovery", veering more towards conversation than an interview format (1 971 ). 

This approach was also felt to be unsuitable as the researcher was aiming to 

compare practitioner experiences within and between groups. To achieve this, 

some form of structure would be required (Silverman, 1 985). Furthermore, there 

were themes which had emerged in the literature (Chapters One and Two) and 
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which the researcher wished to ensure were explored with the practitioners. 

The guided interview approach was adopted. This technique allows the 

respondent a good deal of freedom, but follows interview protocol . Hence it 

permits some standardisation into the interview format, and ensures that key 

themes are raised (Moser and Kalton, 1 97 1 ;  Kvale, 1 996; Yin, 1 994). As 

suggested by K vale ( 1 996), an interview protocol ( or outline) was produced. This 

displays the key themes to be covered, along with "with suggested questions" 

(Kvale, 1 996). The protocol was adapted slightly for each practitioner subgroup, 

and these can be seen in Appendix 1 0 . 

5.2 The interviewees 

The number of interviews undertaken was determined by the number of survey 

respondents (using local economic indicators) consenting to be interviewed. The 

researcher wanted to interview these in more detail about their use of local 

economic indicators in forecasting. Given the dominance of forecasting as a local 

economic indicator use in the literature, practitioners using them in this context 

were of great interest to the study. Interviews would enable the researcher to 

gather detailed evidence of this much-stated use. Furthermore, the interviews 

offered the opportunity to explore local economic indicator use more generally. 

The researcher could identify other contexts for use, and examine the nature of 

these. 

Seidman (199 1 ), discussing the number of interviews to be undertaken in a study, 

considered that they needed "to reflect the range of participants and sites that 

make 

connect 

up the population" ( 1991) .  This would enable the other practitioners to 

with the interviewees experiences (Seidman, 1991) .  In this study, 

practitioners from the public, private and 'economic consultancy' sectors were 

targeted. These represent a cross-section of the main users, as identified in the 
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literature and the survey. Other practitioners using local economic indicators 

across the UK should therefore relate to the experiences of those interviewed. 

5.2.1 The public sector practitioners 

The public sector practitioners contacted for interview were: 

• 

-

Luton Borough Council (Economic Development Unit and Planning Division 

two interviewees); 

• Luton-Dunstable Partnership; 

• Bedfordshire County Council (Economic Development Unit and Plam1ing 

Division - two interviewees) ; 

• Bedfordshire Training and Enterprise Council (TEC); 

• Bedfordshire Business Link; 

• Bedfordshire Chamber of Commerce. 

These (as with the other practitioner subgroups) were sent a letter requesting an 

interview including the proposed interview protocol. After a two-week time lag 

the practitioners were then telephoned to ascertain agreement, and set a suitable 

date and time. 

When they were contacted, Bedfordshire Business Link and Bedfordshire 

Chamber of Commerce revealed that they did not work with local economic 

indicators. They explained that Bedfordshire TEC was responsible for monitoring 

and forecasting local economic activity in their 'partnership' . An additional 

complication was that the Economic Development Unit (EDU) and Planning 

Division representatives at Bedfordshire County Council were both to be present 

at one interview (as opposed to two separate interviews). 

5.2.2 The consultancy practitioners 

The economic consultancies working in the field of local economic analysis in 
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England and Wales were contacted (Scotland and Northern Ireland were omitted 

due to financial and temporal restraints). There are few consultancies operating in 

this area, as those that exist have 'cornered' the market. These were identified 

through the literature (particularly Danson et al, 1 995), and through informal 

conversations with members of the Regional Science Association. The 

consultancies contacted for interview were : 

• Cambridge Econometrics; 

• Business Strategies Ltd (BSL); 

• The Henley Centre; 

• the Welsh Economic Research Unit (WERU); 

• the Institute of Employment Research (IER); 

• Prism Research. 

Their experiences, due to the small number of consultancies of this nature in the 

UK, should be representative. 

5.2.3 The private sector practitioners 

The private sector survey respondents that consented to be interviewed in their 

questionnaires were contacted. Unfortunately, these only numbered six: 

• a manufacturer of mineral products ( 1 0-49 employees) - not interviewed; 

• a commercial cleaning company (50-250 employees); 

• an accountancy firm (50-250 employees); 

• a sandwich manufacturer (500+ employees) ; 

• a motor vehicle manufacturer (500+ employees) - not analysed; 

• a food retailer (500+ employees). 

The director of the mineral company was evasive to the researcher's attempts to 

contact him, and it was decided that further attempts would not be productive. 

With the motor vehicle manufacturer contact, the researcher was referred on to 

alternative contacts a number of times. Finally a telephone interview was 
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procured. However, the logistics of this arrangement produced a strained 

interview in circumstances incomparable to those of the other sub-groups. It was 

decided not to use the interview in this dissertation' s  analysis . 

Unfortunately, therefore, only four private sector interviews were undertaken. 

Inevitably, such a small proportion cannot be taken to represent all private sector 

users of local economic information. It is, however, important to state that private 

sector organisations make extensive use of public sector - and consultancy -

derived LEI. Evidence concerning their usage of local economic indicators is 

therefore confirmed, through a process of triangulation, by the interview dialogue 

of a number of other practitioners. There is therefore a more substantial 

investigation of private organisations' forecasting needs. This investigation is 

indirect, for the information is derived from questions asked of the public and 

consultancy sector interviewees. 

5.2.4 The number of interviewees in the study 

K vale ( 1 996) stated that the current number of interviews in research projects 

tends to number around " 1 5  +/- 1 0". He added that many studies would have 

benefited from less quantity and more through analysis ( 1 996). The number of 

However, all the textsinterviews here therefore fit within Kvale's standard. 

revealed the authors to be non-committal as to the ideal number of interviews for a 

study. Seidman (1 99 1) emphasised the "practical exigencies of time, money and 

other resources" restricting numbers. These "play a role especially in doctoral 

research" (Seidman, 1 99 1  ) . 

Seidman's ( 1 99 1 )  most emphasised criterion was that of ' saturation' of 

information. Here, interviewee themes re-emerge to a point where little more is-

being learnt (Seidman, 1 99 1 ). In retrospect, the researcher felt the "point of 

saturation" to have been comfortably reached with all but the private sector sub

groups. The private sector practitioners represent an interesting area for further 
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research. 

5.3 Themes of the interviews 

These were the five themes to be discussed in the interviews: 

• the processes by which local economic indicators are acquired; 

• the ways in which local economic indicators are used by each organisation; 

• the business community's  demand for local economic indicators from the 

other subgroups; 

• ' good' and 'bad' local economic indicators; 

• problems associated with the use of local economic indicators. 

The theme regarding the business community' s demand for local economic 

indicators is directed at public sector and consultancy practitioners. These provide 

local economic information as a service to the private sector organisations. The 

latter group consists of users, as opposed to suppliers of local economic 

information, and so this theme was not raised with them. 

The researcher taped the interviews. This produces 'original data' to increase the 

general accuracy of recounting the narrative. 

concentrate on the interview as it develops (Kvale, 

It also allows the researcher to 

1 996; Seidman, 199 1 ;  Yin, 

1 994). Each interview was planned to be approximately one hour (to fit in with 

participant's working schedules). The tape was then immediately transcribed 

verbatim. This was an approach felt necessary for validity (Mishler, 1986). It 

also avoids premature judgement about what is or is not important in the transcript 

(Seidman, 1 991 ). Minor alterations were made to the transcripts to improve 

fluency, and these were then returned to the interviewees for verification (Kvale, 

1 996). 

- 121  -



5.4 Analysing the transcripts 

There are no standard methods, rules and procedures, no ria regia, for analysing 

text. The quantitative-qualitative analysis debate resurfaces in this context (Kvale, 

1 996; Mishler, 1 986). Content analysis is the typical means of analysing 

documents in quantitative research (Gall et al, 1 996). It is, however, argued that 

quantification spoils the richness of data. Easterby and Smith ( 1991)  write in 

favour of the grounded theory approach, which they believe provides the "holistic 

view so important in qualitative research". 

5.4.1 The selection of the grounded theory approach 

Content analysis involves frequency counts of the occurrence of words and/or 

coding categories. It also includes the additional use of descriptive statistics such 

as mean and standard deviation of occurrences (Gall et al, 1 996). Its advantages 

are that findings can be directly compared to other studies that have used the same 

system (Gall et al, 1 996; K vale, 1 996). It enables hypothesis testing and can be 

checked for interviewer reliability (Kvale, 1996). However, content analysis is 

associated with trivialising narrative, and of imposing extra-textual realities on the 

data through its methods of classification (Easterby-Smith et al, 1 99 1 ;  Mishler, 

1 985). 

used by the practitioners. It enables the practitioners themselves to interpret their 

world and experiences (Easterby-Smith et al, 1 991). Subsequent theories are 

therefore 'growided' in the data collected (Gall et al, 1996). 
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widertaken in this research are exploratory, discovering the practitioners' 

experiences of working with local economic indicators. The researcher, therefore, 

did not wish to impose a rigid framework of analysis on to the transcripts. The 

grounded theory approach constructs the analysis out of concepts and categories 



5.4.2 The transcript analysis : deciding an approach 

Quantitative methodologies can be incorporated into the qualitative analysis of 

data, through the use of word or theme counts, or sophisticated computer 

programmes (Kvale, 1 996; Seidel, 1 99 1 ;  Stockdale, 1 987). Such an approach 

would carry the advantage of reducing bias, freeing up time for the researcher to 

pursue other activities, and producing reliable, repeatable findings (K vale, 1 996; 

It would also summarise data 

In addition, the quantification of 

Lee and Fielding, 1 99 1 ; Stockdale, 1 987). 

effectively in analysis (Hammersley, 1 992). 

interview analysis can reveal aspects of the interview text that were not initially 

apparent (Weber, 1 994) . 

Despite these advantages, the approach raises a number of issues, and the 

researcher followed a purely qualitative approach to analysis. This section 

explains the reasons for this decision. 

Firstly, there are a number of practical problems in the quantitative analysis of 

interview data. 

analysis package) argues that 

Weber (1 994), in his discussion of TEXTPACK (an interview 

a word-oriented data retrieval approach would miss 

synonyms in the text. This consideration is relevant to the research of this section. 

Here, respondents are from a variety of working backgrounds, and have differing 

levels of familiarity with the subject matter. In addition, such an approach 

involves the assumption that the same words mean the same thing for all of the 

interviewees. 

Key-Word-in-Context (KWIC) provides the surrounding text in which the word 

appears. However, this is consequently a data expanding, (as opposed to data 

reducing) technique (Weber, 1 994). It removes the time advantages (gained by 

using a computer analysis package) by producing large amounts of information. 

Kvale (1 996) states that quantitative scoring of interviews is an overly simple 
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analysis approach "when dealing with complex, ambiguous interview statements". 

There are also problems with counting the emergence of themes. The recurrence 

of a theme does not necessarily reflect its significance to the interviewee, or its 

value to the researcher (Seidel, 1 99 1 s; Weber, 1 994) . Similarly, one mention of a 

subject can be extremely significant, and quantification tends to obscure this 

(Seidel, 1 99 1  ) .  

Furthermore, the non-occurrence of a particular theme can be of importance, and 

yet this would be ignored in a frequency count (Stevens et al, 1 993) . Theme 

frequency counts can therefore dismiss and trivialise significant points in analysis 

(Stevens et al, 1 993). Theme counts in this research, even as a means to 

summarise findings, are likely to be misleading due to the complex nature of each 

interview. 

A further problem with quantitative methods of analysis is that they require 

consistency in content and approach (Stevens et al, 1 993). Stevens et al ( 1993) 

comment that: 

"This [ consistency in content and approach] is not generally the case in 

qualitative interviews. For example, the last interviewee may be asked 

different questions from the first one". 

(Stevens et al, 1 993). 

In this research, the research protocol alters slightly for different interviewee sub

groups. Some respondents provide information for others, and so questions on 

this activity are added into the interview protocol. All of the interviews are 

therefore not directly comparable to one another. An understanding of the context 

in which each sub-group operates is therefore vital for accurate interpretation. 

The 'context' issue arises more fundamentally in critiques of quantitative analysis 
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and the use of text analysis packages. Stevens et al (1 993) criticise frequency 

counts as providing a "best fit" explanation of the phenomenon under study, 

giving all too brief and general a summary of complex findings. McCracken 

(1 988) emphasises that qualitative and quantitative approaches are distinct, and 

observe different aspects of reality. He believes that researchers are falsely 

drudgery of analysis, he endorses a more context-based approach: 

"A narrative conception of interview research supports a unity of form 

among the original interview situation, the analysis and the final report". 

(Kvale, 1 996). 

towards "breadth analysis rather than depth analysis": 

obliged to quantify their work, notifying that "it may be some time before we are 

free of the tendency to judge qualitative methods by quantitative standards" 

(McCracken, 1 988).  Kvale ( 1996) fears that the current emphasis on coding may 

lead to the analysis of isolated variables and a neglect of the contextual basis of 

the interview. While conceding the value of computers as a means to avoid the 

Seidel (1o991) ,  the author of Ethnograph, a text-analysis package, notes a tendency 

"My concern is that qualitative data analysis might start working in this 

manner, not because it is the best or most appropriate way to proceed, but 

because the technology makes it easy for them to work in this way" 

(Seidel, 1 991 ). 

In this research, the interview analysis follows a qualitative approach. With 1 5  

interview transcripts in total, analysis through "meaning condensation" (K vale, 

1 996, discussed below) was considered feasible in time-scale. Also, the close 

work analysing each interview individually reinforced the researcher's 

understanding of the data in context. The decision avoids the practical problems 

with computer-generated frequency counts highlighted in the paragraphs above. It 

is also consistent with the thesis aims to produce a context-rich analysis of 
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practitioners and their use of local economic indicators. 

The summary of findings can be found at the end of each individual interview, and 

an overview at the end of each sub-group section. This approach ensures that the 

interview findings can be related back to each interviewee, and that each 

practitioner' s  ' story' is presented in a non-fragmented way. 

5.4.3 Analysis through "meaning condensation" 

Kvale' s  method of "meaning condensation" was chosen for the transcript analysis 

to assess patterns and differences between groups (1996). A more inductive and 

unsystematic approach (such as Gall et al' s  "reflective analysis", 1996) would not 

allow this. 

"Meaning condensation" entails an abridgement of the meanings expressed by the 

interview subjects into shorter formulations. A natural "meaning unit" can be as 

long as a few paragraphs of the transcript, or as short as a few words within the 

narrative (Gall et al, 1996; Kvale et al, 1996). It is an area of text that represents a 

particular concept or idea. 

The natural meaning units are identified and marked on the original transcript, and 

the meaning condensed into a summary on the right hand side of the page. The 

meaning units are then studied for themes and patterns, which are discussed in 

analysis. The stage-by stage appro1;1ch of meaning condensation is relayed in 

Figure 25 below to improve the validity and replicability To this 

is presented in Appendix 11 ( as 

of the method. 

purpose, one of the interview transcripts 

recommended by K vale, 1996). 
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Figure 25 : The stages of Kvale' s  'Meaning Condensation' approach 

• Stage 1 :  The interview transcript is re-read to get a sense of the 'whole' ;  
• Stage 2 :  The "natural meaning units" in the text are marked out on the 

transcript, determined by the researcher; 
• Stage 3 :  The theme that dominates the "meaning unit" is stated as simply 

as possible; 
• Stage 4: The themes of the meaning unit are addressed with respect to the 

specific purpose and main questions of the study; 
• Stage 5 :  The essential themes of the study are tied together into a 

descriptive statement. 

Some verbatim quotations are employed from the practitioner' s  responses in the 

analysis sections, to illustrate general points (Bryman, 1 996). The themes that 

emerge are studied in the context of existing research on local economic indicator 

usage (Chapters Two and Three). 

5.5 An analysis of the public sector practitioners 

Five practitioners were selected to be interviewed (section 5 .2 . 1 ) .  The themes that 

emerged out of this subgroup' s  analysis were largely influenced by the interview 

protocol (Appendix 1 0),  and have been categorised below: 

• local economic indicators and their sources; 

• 

the impact of partnership 

indicators; 

problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources; 

• the organisational uses for the local economic indicators; 

• on the collection and use of local economic 

• the established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator; 

The analysis is presented here for each organisation separately. This is intended 

to permit an holistic view of each practitioner' s experiences of data collection and 

use. The themes are subheadings within each analysis. Section 5 .5.6 summarises 

the experiences of each organisation, and section 5 .5 .7 relates the findings back to 

the theoretical context of Chapters Two and Three. 
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5.5.1 Bedfordshire TEC 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

Bedfordshire TEC has the largest budget for local economic research and uses the 

most varied and unusual local economic indicators. It was found to use three 

databases of local economic information: Quantime (Labour Force Survey Data); 

Credo (a database of company relocations and credit ratings) and NOMIS. 

Bedfordshire TEC specified the use of GDP and wage levels (at the wider level) 

and local economic data in the form of general economic information and VAT 

data. 

The TEC uses published data to obtain local economic indicators from the Office 

of Population Censuses and Surveys (OPCS), Regional Trends and the General 

Household Survey. These were described as cheap and useful. The TEC also 

conducts its own economic surveys. These enable it to establish the dynamics of 

the local economy. Surveys were also described as advantageous as they can be 

l inked to other data sets and represent a "flexible" data source. Economic 

forecasting organisations are occasionally used for employment and local 

economy forecasts (the practitioner specified using Cambridge Econometrics and 

BSL in the past). 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner emphasised the convenience of databases as they were cheap; 

NO MIS provides for the benchmarking of one local area against others. However, 

the practitioner found a number of problems with the data and the data sources. 

The Credo database was regarded as incomplete: "the retail sector and small 

businesses are not necessarily on there". The practitioner found that NOMIS was 

subject to inputting/boundary problems. He found that these were particularly 

noticeable at the local level. He believed that data was occasionally assigned to 

the wrong location, leading areas to be misrepresented. 
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The TEC practitioner also found sources to be out-of-date; also, it sometimes used 

unexplained methodologies in the collection of the indicators. Regional Trends 

was mentioned as a publication in which "you don't see what is behind those 

figures . . .  you just take it as read". The practitioner suggested that it is important to 

consider local knowledge when studying statistics, implying that this places the 

indicators in a realistic context. 

The practitioner found the consultancy economic forecasts which had been used 

by the TEC to be too complicated: "If I was aware last year of how sophisticated 

these models were, I would not have done it, really" . Furthermore, he considered 

such forecasts so costly as to be an unsustainable means of monitoring and 

forecasting the local economy. An example was given of the cost of BSL's annual 

forecast (£1 0,000). The practitioner concluded: 

"it is better to do it yourself. It is all a matter of interpretation, of finding 

indicators most reflective of your local economy and do (sic) a set of 

projections on that basis. The key thing is the trend The actual numbers 

do not mean anything. By doing that you are gaining an understanding of 

where your economy's going". 

The practitioner commented that this approach indicates economic trends when 

operating within a limited budget. He emphasised that with the resources 

available to TECs and local authorities "you do the best job you can . . .  in a cheap, 

effective and time constrained model". 

-The organisational uses for the local economic indicators 

Beds TEC use their local economic indicators for three main purposes. Firstly, to 

inform planning in the local agencies. Secondly, to provide the justification for 

fund bids. And thirdly, to provide economic information to companies relocating. 
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The practitioner stated that economic development is of concern to all local 

economic agencies, and so their indicators help inform planning and influence 

policies within these. The TEC informs planning by "using indicators to give an 

overview of where priorities should be . . .  informing at a very broad strategic level 

what is going on in the local economy'' . The TEC uses local economic indicators 

to benchmark the performance of local economies against those of other areas -

"the opposition". This information is then used in European Social Fund (ESF) 

and Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) fund bids. 

Local economic indicators also enable the TEC to provide relocating companies 

with information on "what Bedfordshire is like, what Luton is like . . .  the forecasts 

for the local economy as a market". Recruitment agencies, colleges and local 

authorities request local economic information from the TEC. Recruitment 

agencies want information on general economic trends and wage levels, and 

colleges use the information in their annual reviews. Local authorities co-operate 

in partnership with the TEC. They share local economic information to put 

together fund bids and other joint projects . 

The TEC interviewee pointed out that there is " . . .  an 

Also : "There is a problem 

issue concerning who 

relocating companies turn to provide information". 

with communications between the partners and their provision of information". 

He pointed to the establishment of the Local Economic Research Forum (LERF) 

as a potential means to overcome this. LERF is outlined in Appendix 1 .  It is an 

organisation for local economic practitioners to work together in Partnership for 

funds and co-ordinated local economy research projects. 

The TEC now has a policy for charging businesses for the information that they 

provide. He does, however, believe that "a lot of businesses are put off" by this. 

He adds that charging discrepancies between TECs add to the potentially 

alienating effect. Nonetheless, the policy was implemented to "try and bring in as 

much income as possible". 

- 1 30o-



permit sustainable 

the indicator 

He gave the example of a 

-The impact of partnership on the collection and use of local economic 

indicators 

The TEC has tended to lead the other local agencies in the surveys that have been 

undertaken on the local economies of Bedfordshire . The practitioner commented 

that other agencies do not have the budgets to take the initiative with proposals. 

Nonetheless, all of the local economy surveys are "partnership-oriented". The 

partners contribute some funds to the exercise, and they benefit from gaining 

ownership of the resulting data. 

Partnership for the TEC has also involved the launch of the LERF, which was a 

TEC-led initiative. The practitioner indicates that one of LERF's major objectives 

is to improve the dissemination of local economic indicators and economic 

intelligence among partners: 

"A large amount of infonnation can be got from local authorities. There is 

a need to get our act together to ensure that duplication is removed as 

much as possible, that everyone is working as efficiently and effectively as 

possible". 

Through LERF, the TEC hopes to study local economic indicators to explore in 

greater depth the dynamics of the local economy. 

-The established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner commented that "a good indicator is something that you can 

benchmark". Other criteria were cost (reasonable, to 

collection), accessibility, relevance to policy, and that is 

understandable. The question of understanding an indicator was emphasised in 

the context of whether it is positive or negative. 

positive rise in production figures which might be associated with a negative fall 

in employment figures. He added that local knowledge was also important for 

- 13 1  -



times when one is "lost in the nitty gritty" of local economic indicators, and so 

"can't see the wood for the trees". 

5.5.2 Bedfordshire County Council (BCC) Research and Intelligence 

Division and Strategy Regeneration Team 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

BCC uses NOMIS, Regional Trends, the Census of Employment, the New 

Earnings Survey and the Labour Force Survey (LFS) as sources for local 

economic indicators. Those stated were wage levels ( county-level only), VAT 

data, employment and unemployment. They also use "external research agencies" 

to provide them with employment forecasts and forecasts of the local economy. 

They conduct their own surveys to get information on employment land, vacant 

premises and retail sector occupancy. BCC join forces with the TEC (in 

partnership) for an Economic Business Survey. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

Both practitioners felt that they had experienced problems with the use of local 

economic indicators. Changes in the methodology of collection were stated as a 

problem, and changing VAT thresholds were given as an example. Both 

practitioners emphasised the need to understand indicators (and thus their 

limitations). The Research and Intelligence practitioner commented that in some 

cases he did not completely understand the indicators that he used. 

Another problem was with what the Research Intelligence practitioner termed 

"oddities", strange quirks in the data sets that were hard to investigate. The 

example given was the difference between unemployment figures derived from 

the Department of Social Security (DSS), and those of the Census of Employment. 

It was explained that the homeless are allocated their job centre area as their 

address with the DSS.  However, they are allocated the area that they live in as 

their address by the Census of Employment. The Research Intelligence 
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practitioner resignedly commented that "if you actually start investigating a 

source, you get more and more concerned about it !" 

A more fundamental problem raised by the Strategy Regeneration Team 

practitioner concerned the susceptibility of any local economy to external factors. 

\Vhile local economic indicators might result in a successful SRB bid, "it takes 

one employer to move out and that is it". The Research Intelligence practitioner 

added 

"One hopes that the activities you are undertaking are affecting things on 

the margins, but there are much bigger influences that switch one way or 

the other that are beyond our control". 

-The organisational uses for the local economic indicators 

The County Council use local economic indicators to benchmark the position of 

regionally. The benchmarking process permits both target setting and subsequent 

policy design to meet the targets. The County Council works towards the regional 

Local economicor national 'average' , according to various economic criteria. 

indicators influence policy further through their incorporation into the County 

Structure Plan, which is "geared towards regeneration". 

" . . .  there is flexibility within a bid to make the worst possible case you can 

using all sort of other statistics from all sorts of other sources". 

The County Council "deal with quite a lot" of requests for local econom.1c 

information from businesses. They believe that businesses would be most likely 
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local economies within the Eastern Region. They have also noticed the increasing 

importance of a very localised perspective, and so benchmark locally as well as 

Local economic indicators are also used in bids for external funds, where, despite 

some standard information requirements, 

https://econom.1c


to come to either local authorities or TECs for this sort of information. Most 

enquiries are from relocating companies trying to get ''a feel" for the local 

The information given out to them is in the form , of "fact files economy. 

information on the local economy, schools, facilities etc". The businesses are 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

charged only if a sizeable amount of data is requested. 

-The impact of partnership on the collection and use of local economic 

indicators 

The practitioners agreed that that the TEC, with its large research budget, has had 

a tremendous impact on local economic research activity. Prior to its 

establishment very little was undertaken as "there were just not the resources". 

The County Council contributes to the TEC' s annual Economic Assessment and 

also to the Economic Business Survey (which has been undertaken for two years). 

Their involvement in the latter has thrown up "a whole additional range of 

economic information that we may choose to use as performance indicators". 

Through partnership, the County Council is also able to influence the survey 

questions. 

-The established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The County Council agrees with other partners in its County Regeneration Group 

(a predecessor to LERF) that local economic indicators need to be readily 

available and easily accessible. The practitioners added that indicators need to be 

benchmarked. 

5.5.3 Luton Borough Council Planning Division 

The Planning Division produce a substantial amount of local economic 

information as part of their statutory monitoring activities, and as a by-product of 

their administrative systems. These can be used as local economic indicators. 

The indicators mentioned in the interview from their own records and surveys 
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were planning applications, housing developments, and shopping floorspace. The 

published sources of local economic indicators used by the Planning Division 

were: 

• Census of Employment; 

• Labour Force Survey (LFS); 

• the database NOMIS. 

Indicators specified from these sources were unemployment, employment and 

local vacancies. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner warned of the need to recognise the limitations of data and 

understand how a local economic indicator is collected. "This is particularly true 

if you are using LFS data". He mentioned the importance of understanding data 

produced as an administrative by-product. He gave the example of the job 

vacancy figures, which are "are estimated to be only one third of all vacancies". 

The practitioner mentioned problems with the Planning Division's own surveys in 

terms of reliability. Casual student labour is sometimes employed to analyse the 

surveys. These need to be watched in case they "make things up", however, he 

added that the labour is cheap, and the surveys are subject to resource constraints. 

Financial pressures have reduced the frequency of the Division's Employer 

Survey, from once every six months to once a year. It was not actually conducted 

last year. 

-The organisational uses for the local economic indicators 

The Borough Council's indicators _feed mainly into statutory documents. The 

Planning Division produces a monthly report on unemployment and vacancies. 

This is disseminated within the council to inform officers in policy decisions. 

Planning application 

twice a year) and also sent off to the Department of the Environment. The 

emerging dataset on retail floorspace in shopping centres will identify retail trends 

data are used in reports to the Planning Committee (held 
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over time, and feed into general knowledge on the local economy. 

Local economic indicators justify policies and are "used for policy monitoring and 

re-evaluation". An example was given of an incident where the Borough 

Council' s employment forecast differed from the County figure for the area. A re

calculation led the County to concede to the Borough's forecast, and a different 

target for employment land was set. 

The indicators are also used "as background to inform bids for SRB funding, City 

Challenge, European funding etc"., and as information to answer business queries. 

The business queries tend to come from companies considering relocation and 

wanting to consider economic factors in their locational decision-making. Some 

established local businesses ask for regular unemployment figures. The Planning 

Division supplies these on request. At the current time the Planning Division does 

not distinguish between types of information that are given out to businesses, but 

this may change in the future: 

"I think it might be useful to start to monitor what goes out, and the type of 

organisation it goes out to so that we can start to develop standard responses". 

-The impact of partnership on the collection and use of local economic 

indicators 

Despite involvement with both LERF and the Luton Dunstable Partnership, the 

practitioner made no mention of partnership per se. 

-The established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner emphasised that for a local economic indicator to be useful it 

must be understood, both in what it is supposed to reflect, and in how it was 

collected. The user needs to be "aware of what the metadata is - the information 

about the information". He also commented that the relevance of an indicator to 

its future use needs to be considered before attempts are made to collect it. 
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Furthermore, for a local economic indicator to be good it needs to be made 

available "in the best form". This enables those unfamiliar with local economic 

information to use it. 

5.5.4 Luton Borough Council EDU 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

Luton EDU described their role as "facilitators" rather than active collectors of 

data. They rely heavily on their own Planning Division for local economic 

indicators. Luton EDU also use GOER (Government Office Eastern Region) for 

their economic data. The local economic indicators specified by the practitioner 

were employment and unemployment statistics .  

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The EDU practitioner felt that the major problems with local economic indicators 

were consistency and also timeliness. "It would be nice to have more up-to-date 

information". Specific criticism was limited to unemployment, which he felt was 

"good for a snapshot view" but not so reliable for "showing trends over time". 

-The organisational uses for the local economic indicators 

Local economic indicators feed into the Annual Economic Strategy of the EDU, 

and within that framework are also used justify bids for European and SRB funds. 

Local economic indicators are also used to answer business queries from firms 

charge. 

moving into the area that want "information about space and also the state of the 

local economy". The information provided (for which there is no charge) takes 

the form of general information about Luton's facilities, a fact-file (including local 

economic indicators) and a list of commercial properties available. There is no 
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-The impact of partnership on the collection and use of local economic 

indicators 

Despite the previously stated co-operation with GOER and involvement in fund 

bids, no mention was made of partnership per se. 

-The established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner reached a consensus with the other local agencies as to what was 

a ' good' local economic indicator. He concluded that "the indicators that we 

perceive as good are from government statistics and Census of Employment 

information". The criteria that emerged in the interview were consistency, 

reliability and timeliness .  

5.5.5 The Luton Dunstable Partnership Background Information Group 

(Luton and Dunstable are adjoining urban areas, but Dunstable is a separate LAD 

and is the responsibility of South Bedfordshire District Council) . 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

The Luton Dunstable Partnership mainly used indicators collected by other 

organisations/departments, as opposed to collecting its own. The 

organisational source was Beds County Council. Beds County Council supplies 

mam 

figures for both Luton and Dunstable from Regional Trends and the database 

NOMIS. The Luton Dunstable Partnership use local estate agents to provide local 

economic indicators in the form of vacant premises. 

The Luton Dunstable Partnership was the only local agency to reflect the 

dominance of the motor industry in Luton in its collection of local 

data from the 

economic 

indicators. The practitioner sought general motor industry 

Economist's motor industry reports, and specific motor industry information for 

the area from the Motor Industry Local Authority Network (MILAN). 
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-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner found a fundamental problem to be the lack of local economic 
.-

indicators available. He added that few were available on a regular basis that "you 

can actually use to compare" (presumably over space and/or time). 

He found "real problems" with the way that unemployment figures were collected. 

He expressed concern over the "hidden unemployment" that stemmed from the 

changes in the collection methodology of unemployment over time. These 

changes, he believes, have led to figures that are "between twenty and fifty 

percent wrong in terms of the job market itself'. Despite these problems, the 

practitioner added that 

"While there are real problems with the way that is collected, it is what we 

have got and we use it. It is one of the few figures that you can 

reasonably, reliably compare across the country". 

He then stressed the need to use other local economic indicators to help create a 

good, overall picture in spite of these shortcomings. 

The practitioner also had problems with the TEC's surveys; they were seen as too 

specialised to each TEC area. He suggested that "it would not be difficult to start 

making sure that the TECs start to ask at least some of the same questions on a 

national basis". This would permit benchmarking. 

The practitioner criticised the government' s Index of Local Conditions (included 

in SRB documents) . He found that the indicators were concerned more with 

overcrowding and inside lavatory provision than with more obvious local 

economic indicators .  The Index, therefore, would not accurately reflect the 

economic needs of an area. 

Government reform in the provision of economic information for small areas was 
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called for in the interview. The practitioner believes that the numbers exist 

already, and that to make them available "they just need to be crunched in a 

different way". He estimated that it would cost the government £ 100,000 to make 

more local economic indicators available, as the computers and statisticians are 

already "in position". He blames the inherent secrecy within government 

departments for the non-release of local economic information, 

"A lot of it has, I think, to do with the in-built secrecy that all civil 

servants are trained into within two months of being there. 'Here is the 

Official Secrets Act: anything across your desk is an official secret' . . .  civil 

servants are naturally infused with that sort of level of secrecy, and there 

are real problems there". 

-The organisational uses for the local economic indicators 

Because of the remit of the Luton Dunstable Partnership ("the Partnership is about 

gaining regeneration resources for this area"), the uses for local economic 

indicators were restricted to fund bids. 

The practitioner felt the fund bid system to be unfairly prejudiced against non

assisted areas. He saw local economic indicators as a means to redress the balance 

by putting the best case forward for more funds. He commented that the Luton 

and Dunstable area's unemployment had been worse than that for Glasgow over 

the last few years, and yet received far less funds. He also pointed out that the 

North-West region gets six times as much SRB funding as the Eastern region. 

The Luton Dunstable Partnership is therefore "monitoring that situation because 

we want to even up the playing field . . .  we are using local economic indicators to 

build the case". 

In his criticism of the SRB' s Index of Local Conditions, he believes that the local 

economic indicators add weight to his complaints, 
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"You can only really complain if you have got a legitimate right to 
complain, and you prove that you have got a legitimate right by putting the 
figures together that prove the problem". 

He comments that he and his Luton Dunstable Partnership colleagues are "looking 
at ways in which we can change the system" (LERF meetings later revealed that 
the group are writing a paper for publication on this issue) . 

The practitioner pointed out that, without successful fund bids, local authorities 
cannot fund schemes for local economic development. So he continues to submit 
bids, selecting the local economic indicators that put their best case forward ("but 
then so does everybody else") : 

"Effectively it is a beauty contest, or possibly an ugliness contest, 'we're 
uglier than you are, therefore we need more make-up' . . .  we all do it. We 
all tend to stray down the lines of 'lies, damn lies and statistics . '  I would 
genuinely like to think that I don't actually get into that category. It is 
presentational". 

-The impact of partnership on the collection and use of local economic 

indicators 

The practitioner was (no doubt as an active partnership-participant himself) very 
'pro partnership. '  He is in favour of meeting regularly to address different 
agendas, and believes that with discussion the agendas can be satisfied 
collectively. He also is strongly in favour of co-ordination and the removal of 
duplication in the collection of local economic information. He felt that there is a 
need to work together for local economic development, and commented that as 
local agencies "we do not work in isolation, none ofus do now". 

-The established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner outlined a good indicator as one that is consistent in its collection 
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-Local economic indicators and their sources 

methodology, can be benchmarked, and which is regularly published and up-to

date. He emphasised the importance of knowing the purpose to which the 

indicator about to be collected will be put. He added that the indicator needs to be 

conducive to forecasting. 

5.5.6 Summary of the public sector interviews 

All agencies were using employment and census data as their local economic 

indicators, and the main sources were NOMIS, Regional Trends, the Labour Force 

Survey and surveys produced by the organisations themselves. There appeared to 

be duplication in the collection of these standard local economic indicators. Only 

the Luton Dunstable Partnership and Luton Borough Council 's Economic 

Development Unit practitioners were utilising other agencies' indicators. 

There was little dissemination of the more unusual local economic indicators. For 

example, the TEC -with its larger budget- was able to subscribe to the Credo 

database ( on firm relocations and planning developments), which none of the 

other agencies mentioned. Similarly, Luton Borough Council's Planning Division 

was the only agency to be utilising (as indicators) the planning applications and 

housing completions. These are generated as a by-product of its planning duties. 

Also, the Luton Dunstable Partnership practitioner appeared to be the only agency 

collecting data on the motor industry as an influential sector in his area. 

The TEC and Luton Dunstable practitioners both alluded to the duplication of 

local economic information collection. They saw it as a problem with local 

economic agencies in their area. Both also seemed to think that the solution to 

this problem could lay in partnership, organisations colluding to work "as 

efficiently and effectively as possible" (the TEC). The TEC practitioner explained 

that LERF was established partly to this end, to co-ordinate local economic 

research. 
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In addition, two practitioners had encountered financial restraints on their 

collection and use of local economic indicators. Luton Borough Council ' s  

Division has conducted. The TEC practitioner, with a larger budget, had the same 

kind of difficulties. The consultancy forecasts from BSL and Cambridge 

Econometrics that he had used were too expensive and sophisticated. He believed 

This would involve selecting the most useful local 

economic indicators and projecting them. 

It would appear from the analysis that, as well as removing duplication, agencies 

might also benefit from sharing other local economic indicators that are collected 

(the Credo database; planning indicators; motor industry information). Each 

organisation could possibly focus on its own specialisms in the collection of non

standard local economic indicators. These could be added to a 'pool' of standard 

indicators such as employment figures. In this way each agency' s  individual 

approach to data collection could be harnessed, producing a more holistic picture 

of the local economy. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

Problems with the local economic indicators centred on the following: 

• inconsistency in time series :  

changes in the definition of specific indicators over time leading to 

incompatibility of data: 

• reliability of the indicators: 

inputting errors in NO MIS, unreliably high levels of sampling in the LFS 

for local economic analysis, 'hidden' unemployment due to administrative 

changes in recording the figures; 

• difficulties in understanding: 

confusion over the methodology behind indicators generation. 

Planning Division practitioner had funding problems with the surveys that his 

that a simple model to get the 'trend' of the local economy was more practical, 

effective and sustainable. 

- 143 -



The TEC, the County Council and the Borough 

Council also forecast local economic indicators to anticipate local economic 

The County Council commented on the susceptibility of the local economy to 

larger influences such as national directives and the decisions of large finns to 

leave the area. The practitioners emphasised that local economic indicators 

informed policy at the local level. However, their use in monitoring and 

forecasting was limited by the volatility of economic development on a local 

scale. 

The Luton Dunstable Partnership practitioner complained of the SRB system of 

funding allocation. He felt the Index of Local Conditions in bid documents to be 

an unfair means to assess economic need. He believes that it concentrates more 

on social than economic conditions. The practitioner is planning to use local 

economic indicators to justify his case to Central Government. 

-The organisational uses of local economic indicators 

1 .  Planning 

All agencies used local economic indicators to infonn planning, influence policy 

formation, monitor the affects of policy and re-evaluate policy where necessary. 

Local economic indicators were incorporated into statutory documents and 

Economic Assessments. The TEC and the County Council used them to 

benchmark the position of the local economies against the national average (and 

other local economies). This enabled them to set targets for their own economic 

development performance. 

performance in certain areas. 

2. Fund Bids 

The use of local economic indicators in fund bidding was a prevalent theme in the 

interviews. This reflects the impact that the SRB has had on each organisation' s 

perception of its function. The County Council, the Luton and Dunstable 

Partnership and the TEC practitioners all illustrated the emergent competitiveness 
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Partnership was not a theme that was prompted by the interviewer, but one that 

Council (perhaps because they are the larger agencies) mentioned the impact of 

partnership most frequently. Toe TEC described itself as taking the lead on 

between local economies resulting from the SRB. In this context, local economic 

indicators represent the tools of competition. Practitioners use these to push the 

case for their own local economies, to illustrate that their need is greater. 

3 .  Business Enquiries 

All practitioners were receiving requests for information on the state of their local 

economies, and these were mainly from companies considering a relocation into 

the area. All provided the information, much of it in the form of 'fact files' .  Only 

the TEC charged for information, and the practitioner expressed unease at this 

attempt to raise income. 

The TEC practitioner expressed concern that companies might not know where to 

go for information on the local economy. He commented that "there is a problem 

with communications between the partners and their provision of information". 

He considers it seriously enough to label it "an issue", and hopes to address it 

through LERF. 

Only Luton Borough Council' s  Planning Division received regular requests for 

unemployment figures from established local businesses (as opposed to 

information requests from companies relocating). 

businesses 

This would imply that 

are monitoring local economic indicators for their own decision

The practitioner plans to establish a structured system of infom1ation making. 

provision that takes account of (and records) all types of business infom1ation 

needs. 

-The impact of partnership in the collection and use of local economic 

indicators 

emerged from the practitioners during the interviews. The TEC and the County 
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Economic Development Units also focuses heavily on business support, and 
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partnership activities because of its larger budget. The County Council confirmed 

this .  The County Council had worked with the TEC in partnership on its Annual 

Economic Assessment, and also on the Economic Business Survey (the County 

Council had influenced the questions). Partnership was particularly mentioned in 

the context of fund bidding. 

All the practitioners that mentioned partnership viewed it positively as a means to 

pool resources and improve opportunities for collaboration between agencies on 

economic research projects. Their enthusiasm was exemplified particularly by 

their establishment of LERF as a research forum dedicated to co-operation and 

partnership on economic research issues. All of the agencies interviewed were 

members of LERF. 

Luton Borough Council ' s  Planning Division and Economic Development Unit 

made no mention of partnership per se in their interviews, yet were members of 

LERF and the Luton Dunstable Partnership. This could be because Luton 

Borough Council (pre-unitary authority status) is not sufficiently large to donate 

resources to economic intelligence and partnership liaison. Hence divisions may 

active pursuer and user of local economic indicators. 

not have the time to stray too far beyond their own remits. The Economic 

Development Unit practitioner described himself as more ofa "facilitator" than an 

Furthermore, the remit of 

providing grants for businesses. The Planning Division concentrates primarily on 

statutory planning activities. Perhaps, with the coming unitary authority status, 

Luton Borough Council may be able to concentrate more resources on local 

economy research. 

-The established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The common criteria that emerged for good local economic indicators were that 

they be

• affordable; 

: 



• readily available/accessible; 

• timely; 

• reliable; 

• consistent; 

• understandable. 

economic context of an area. 

5.6 An analysis of the consultancy practitioners 

Consultancies were chosen for interview as they represented another group of 

practitioners using local economic indicators (see also section 5 .2.2). Their usage 

is likely to be higher than that of the public sector or private sector as it constitutes 

a major part of their commercial operations. These organisations provide the two 

sectors with local economic information. 

Agencies whose economic research was conducted by other consultancies were 

not interviewed. These included Oxford Economic Forecasting (who referred the 

researcher to the Northern Ireland Economic Research Centre 

supplier 

in Belfast as their 

economic information and forecasters) and Leeds Metropolitan 

University (who referred the researcher to Cambridge Econometrics as their 

economic information supplier and forecasters) . The researcher wanted the 

interviewees to have as much to do with the entire process of local economic 

research consultancy as possible. 

Practitioners from the TEC, the County Council and the Luton Dunstable 

Partnership also emphasised that indicators must be suitable for benchmarking 

between different economies. This, again, illustrates the increased competition 

between local economies. The TEC practitioner suggested that local knowledge is 

valuable. It enables practitioners to consider indicator trends within the general 
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'· 
• 

• 

The consultancies interviewed: 

• Cambridge Econometrics

BSL (Business Strategies Ltd); 

IER (the Institute for Employment Research); 

• The Henley Centre; 

WERU (the Welsh Economic Research Unit); • 

• Prism Research. 

The consultancies are anonymous in this analysis, so that comments cannot be 

attributed to specific organisations. This measure is in accordance with the wishes 

of some of the practitioners. 

5.6.1 Consultancy One 

-The local economic indicators used and their sources 

This consultancy uses NOMIS to access census and employment indicators. It 

also uses its own ad hoe surveys, and Regional Trends (mainly as a reference 

volume). 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner found problems with reliability and consistency in Census of 

Employment data. The 1 992 changes in SIC led to difficulties in comparing the 

findings to previous Census of Employment data. He found that in detail the two 

classifications were quite different. The reliability problems were about "actually 

knowing that the figures do refer to that specific area". This implied that there 

were some errors and misallocations - "it is not always clear that the Census of 

Employment have got it right". The practitioner related their experience of errors 

in the 1 993 Census of Employment, which they consider to have missed out 

"quite a few large hospitals in a part of Scotland". The omission had come to 

light because of the detailed consultancy work that the organisation had conducted 

in that area. The Census indicates that the number of employed in that sector in 
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The frequency of census data was flagged up as a problem. He commented that 

moving". He would like to have similar economic information for the 

The final problem highlighted by the practitioner was the variability of time series 

data emerge in the later stages "after detailed consultation with the people on the 

ground". 

1a993 was one quarter of the number employed in 1 99 1 .  However, the 
organisation' s own investigation found that "if anything, that sector had increased 
and they had just missed them out". 

"we don't just want a spot view of things, we want to know how things have been 

intervening years between census points. He found self-employment data to be 

"thin", and had difficulty in matching employment data which is workplace-based 

to census data which is based on where people live - "the more localised 

information gets, the more the mismatch occurs". He added that increased 

commuting distances added to this problem. 

A particular problem experienced by this practitioner was changing local 

governm.ent boundaries in the London area. He commented that these changes 

were usually fairly small, and therefore of little consequence. However, in one 

instance there was a problem with a 'moving' airport: 

"Heathrow Airport has moved. Twice. From one borough to another and 

back again according to the figures. Which was unfortunate". 

This ,  therefore, is a problem of consistency, and led the respondent to advocate 

'frozen' wards (wards with constant, fixed boundaries). 

at the local level, where, because of this, "it is difficult to spot whether 

information is ' strange' or not". He stated that, often, problems with the local 

These are "able to apply local knowledge to make sense of the 

fluctuations". 
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-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

The consultancy produces reports, including forecasts, ''which require local 

economic indicator input" for TECs and local development agencies. They use 

databases to compile time series for employment data, and also self-employment 

data from the Census of Population. Their approach to forecasting is top-down. 

They disaggregate national models for local and county level use. He considers 

this approach to be ideally suited to areas larger than LADs. For LAD level 

reports, one-off surveys and major employer interviews are conducted to 

supplement the model. At this scale, the model is considered more of "a starting 

point" than the final product. 

The consultancy' s clients are fifty percent public sector and fifty percent private 

sector. TECs use the consultancy' s  work for their labour market assessments. 

Local authorities and local development agencies use the information as a 

background to their papers or their planning processes. The private sector use 

local economic information in market sizing. It is also used for their decision

making in considering new locations or reorganisations (the practitioner noted that 

the latter application of the information is particularly common in financial 

organisations). 

-Changes in client structure and demand for local economic information 

Economic information at a more local level originally found a demand in the retail 

sector. Small level economic information was needed as "most organisations will 

have their own geographic boundaries". Information is therefore broken down to 

a small level and then built up again to reflect a particular 'catchment' area. 

The private and public sector demand for the consultancies' services has changed 

over time; there was a fall in demand from the private sector during the recession. 

The recession also saw "a marked increase in public sector work" which coincided 

with the formation of TECs. However, the practitioner noted that in recent years 

the private sector business has been growing while ''the public sector is being 

- 1 50 -



squeezed". 

Partnership has not really influenced the volume of demand for the consultancy, 

meant a move towards groups of clients, rather than individualbut has 

organisations. 

local company linkages for a 

The consultancy recently undertook a large, one-off project on 

consortium of local agency clients. 

-The established criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner felt reliability to be a key criterion for the selection of a local 
economic indicator. A lengthy time series was also considered necessary "to 
know how things have been moving". Consistency in the boundaries such as 
borough boundaries was considered helpful. Local knowledge was considered 

necessary to use alongside local economic indicators. This helps to ascertain 
where readings might be spurious. 

5.6.2 Consultancy Two 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

Consultancy Two uses a combination of official data and its own sources. Official 
data is accessed through NOMIS and Regional Trends. Its own data includes a 
database of company relocations (origin and destination) updated quarterly. 
Another module in the same database tracks planning applications from inception 

to site developments for developments worth over £50,000 (investment figures 
and employment capacity are calculated for these). Another database ranks 
companies in an area by a corporate credit score. This enables an analysis of the 

soundness ofa local economy's businesses. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner had experienced some problem with NOMIS in the past. These 
concerned delays and inaccuracies. However, he now believes the accuracy to 
have improved, and the delays have become shorter. He accredits this to an 
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organisation overhaul within NOMIS that included a new licensing regime.
Another problem with official sources focused on the out-of-date information in
Regional Trends. This meant that Regional Trends was used for its time series
only. 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

produces Economic Assessments for an area. They have followed the government
line on "competitiveness" to suit their mainly public sector client base

• 

• 

quarterly records of company relocations in the UK; 
information on developments from planning application to site completion; 

• credit ratings analysis on fim1s in the UK. 

Their own indicators are combined in reports with official statistics and local 

economy forecasts (which are sub-contracted out). Their work primarily informs 

the planning processes of organisations in policy development and operational 

activities. Their research is also used in funding bids, 

"Fund bidding is a by-product of almost every piece of work we do these 

days.  All organisations are trying to get money from various sources". 

The practitioner claims that the consultancy' s own local economic information is 

a maximum of three months out of date, and "providing a totally new way of 

looking at the performance of an economy vis-a-vis other local economies". 

The consultancy specialises in planning and economic research, and typically 

. Their 
reports incorporate three types of information from their databases: 

s employees come mainly from the public sector, resulting in a ' 

specialisation in economic and planning issues. This expertise has led them to 

consider developing another level of interface in order to steer clients to use their 

. 1

The consultancy

data effectively. The resulting product is a 'policy database' that lists possible 

that Illl·ght arise from local problems detected by their data.po icy responses 
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-Local economic indicators and their sources 

, and specified using it 

to access Census of Employment datasets, VAT registrations and de-registrations. 

lt 

h . f h 

1e consu ancy a so us 

bl. · 

-Changes in client structure and demand for local economic information 

The consultancy specialises in economic research for the public sector and these 

represent ninety five percent of their clients. These are government departments, 

local government agencies and local authorities. In keeping with the government 

themes, their work has recently begun to concentrate on 'competitiveness' 

between local economies. Their private sector clients are "scattered, and few and 

far between". These clients use the consultancy mainly for commercial product 

testing. 

The practitioner felt that the demand for local economic information has "risen 

quite substantially" since 1 990/9 1 .  Prior to concentrating on this demand the 

consultancy had worked at a larger scale for government departments. Now the 

consultancy typically works on Economic Assessments for TECs and county 

councils. 

-The estimated criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner' s  criteria for a good indicator focused on timeliness, practicability 

and cost. Comprehensibility and relevance of the indicators to the client were 

strongly emphasised. An interesting addition to the criterion was familiarity. The 

practitioner commented that, in reading a report on their local economy, the client 

expected to see certain local economic indicators. These ' expected' indicators are 

therefore included, although the practitioner feels that they are not relevant. 

5.6.3 Consultancy Three 

Consultancy Three uses NOMIS as the major source ofdata

es Regl·onal Trends Labour Market Trends and "a whole 

" Surveys such as TEC surveys are used where relevant 
Th 

o st o ot er pu 1cat10ns 
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areas, or else the definition of the questions varied slightly. 

He specified the 

local authorities the 1989 and 1991  Census of Employment did not match the 

Local economic indicators and f economic performance · 1· 

e mo one that enables local agencies to use th 

, 
Th 
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with survey data; typically the type of questions asked were not standard across 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

su 

to the proj ect.  

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 
The practitioner addressed the broader problem of survey data, which he believed 
represented the maj ority of the local economic data available. He found problems 

The practitioner also 

stated that finding "consistent series is always a problem". 

changing thresholds of VAT registration, and quoted the change in unemployment 

SIC classifications as illustrative of this. The practitioner had also found that for 

corresponding employment estimates for that period of time. 

The practitioner particularly found accuracy difficulties with LFS data 

"The Labour Force Survey results amassed at local level can fluctuate 

wildly over time, I guess that is through the sampling size and sampling 

error issue - and so you cannot set too much store on the number that 

comes out". 

The 

the bounds of the data used. 

practitioner believed that these considerations emphasised the need to know 

The consultancy uses its national and regional forecasts to produce county and 

-county proJ ec 1ons ob 

OPCS data are used to scale down the forecasts. This is a top-down approach, but 

del' s framework to incorporate "the· 

more local information". 

ty council clients use the research in their structure plans
1 ,e consu tancy s coun 



and the TECs use it in their annual Economic Assessments. The consultancy also 

does  more ad hoe "proj ect-specific" work for partnerships researching a particular 

part of the economy. Their private sector clients are mainly property developers. 

These "often want employment projections for a large number of districts across 

the country". Other uses for their consultancy's research include the provision of 

economic forecasts for other consultancies. The practitioner explained that this 

sub-contracting enables consultancies to focus on their specialisations. 

-Changes in client structure and demand for local economic information 

The majority of the consultancy's clients are local agencies such as county 

councils, district councils, TECs and regeneration agencies. The TECs, when 

established, became the consultancy's largest client. The practitioner believes that 

this is because they have the biggest budget to commission work. 

The TECs have now j oined forces with local authorities to commission work from 

the consultancy in partnership. The client identified the recent emergence of two 

types of partnership-commissioned research. The first are from research units for 

smaller partnerships, such as a TEC and a district council; these want general 

economic research into their economy. The second type of work is more project

specific and is "created by a more widespread partnership". 

economic m 1ca o ,ocalo 

5.6.4 Consultancy Four 
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-The estimated criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner felt that timeliness and reliability were key criteria for selecting 

local economic indicators. He added that users need to be aware of the limitations 

t rs and that the time series need to be consistent across d" f 1 · · 

time (with as few revisions as possible) and space (to enable benchmarking). 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 
. f fficial data and its own sources. ti" Consultancy Four uses a com ma on ° 0 b



Official data sources included the ONS and NOMIS.  The consultancy collects its 

own economic indicators of foreign investment in Britain, 'leisure seats' (cinema 

and recreation capacities), and transport connectivity. The data on foreign 

investments is established through contact with the American, Japanese and 

German Chambers of Commerce. The locations of their companies in the lJK are 

then mapped. Their information on 'leisure seats' is collected from sources such 

as the British Film Institute. They measure transport connectivity via the number 

of transport 'hubs' (airports, docks, major motorways etc). in a city, and also its 

distance from London. The consultancy is also aiming to measure the number of 

ISDN connections (for computer terminals) in the near future . 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner found that economic indicators at Travel-to-Work Area (TTWA) 

level were a problem. This was because TTWAs, as a ' local' economic 

information boundary, do not exactly coincide with their clients' policy units. He 

believes that TTW As as a concept do not work. Changing commuting patterns 

have made the boundary less feasible. He added that there are fewer economic 

indicators available at TTW A level than at LAD level. 

The Invest in Britain Bureau (IBB) was found to be an unreliable source of 

foreign investment indicators. The practitioner found that its data was not 

comprehensive, nor available at a local scale. Foreign investors establish 

themselves in the UK without consulting development agencies, and so the IBB 

has no record of their presence. Toe practitioner believed that this emphasised the 

need to know as much as possible about the local economic indicators used. 

worrymg 

. 

He conceded that this was not especially 
The practitioner drew attention to the disparity between Census of Employment 

data and current LAD level data. 

a pun·st" or if ''there had been a substantial change · unl ess you are emg " b · 

The practitioner suggested Census data as a good benchmark 
in the economy". 

He believes LFS data to have problems LFS data to compare agamst whic . h 
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-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

hed a new programme for the production of its 

- 157 -

concerning its sample size and general accuracy. He used the LFS to illustrate the 

importance of "not trying to push the data beyond what is statistically valid". 

The practitioner also wished that local economic data was more up-to-date, and 

had experienced problems with using Companies House information. He referred 

to it as "a vast information source which is not really accessible". 

The consultancy uses local level economic information in two ways. The first use 

is in projects 

The second use is in subscription services. Here, research is undertaken 

undertaken on a consultancy basis for a specific area. The 

practitioner gave examples of economic impact or retail catchment studies. The 

consultancy does not undertake many of these projects, and they tend to be "one

offs". 

for a report which is then packaged and sold (rather than the client arriving with a 

specific brief). This second 'product' is used heavily by clients. 

The consultancy' s  research report was first published using regional economic 

information in 1990. They were subsequently issued annually, but were 

effectively a series of 'one-off reports. They had the same themes, but each had a 

different format, and used a differing variety of economic indicators. The scale of 

the report was then changed to include 'local' information in the form of TTW As 

in 1 992. The TTW A data were replaced by LAD level data in following reports. 

The practitioner outlined the reasons for this shift in their definition of ' local' : 

"there are not so many clients interested in TTW As. Clients that are in the 

public sector are more likely to be interested in LADs, counties, regions 

and TEC areas . . .  All the private companies (who have never heard of 

TTWAs) are quite happy to go along with whatever area the most 

information is available for". 

The consu Itancy has now Iaunc 



-The estimated criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

annual report. It has consistent themes, and uses regular local economic indicators 

permitting time series analysis. Economic data sets are produced for 459 LADs; 

this allows practitioners to benchmark the performance of their local economies. 

-Changes in client structure and demand for local economic information 

As outlined above, the consultancy switched to LAD level economic analysis as a 

maj or activity. Originally, they had produced research for regional and then 

TTW A level economic analysis. The move towards the provision of consistent 

local level data: 

local economic indicator time series at LAD level was seen as both demand-led 

and supply-driven. The practitioner ascertained that there was client interest in 

economic analysis at a level below regional. This perception, combined with the 

consultancy' s desire "to break into the public sector market" led them to supply 

"rapart from Central Government, you cannot break into the public sector 

market unless you have local level data". 

The move entailed a lot of investment and hard work for the consultancy. They 

had a strong brand image in the private sector and Central Government, but not in 

local authorities. Consequently their client balance is now more public sector than 

The private sector private sector, "but probably not as much as one might think". 

was buying more of the 'bolt-on' local economy consultancy. Most of the private 

sector organisations were from retail, leisure, the utilities and transport. 

• Th t d that a 'good' local economic indicator would need to
e practrtloner commen e 

be relevant to the client' s needs, readily accessible and reliable (in coverage) . He 

added that "you have got to be very aware of how the data is compiled", and 

· · 

warned specifically of sample size awareness when dealing with surveys. 
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-Local economic indicators and their sources 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

5.6.5 Consultancy Five 

Consultancy Five relies on NOMIS as the "key information base". It uses 

employment, unemployment, census data, and the LFS. Client surveys are not 

integrated into the work by the consultancy. However, the local forecasting model 

allows clients to input such data into the model themselves. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner stressed the importance of understanding the local economic 

indicators used. "You get users who you think probably should not be using it". 

She believes that users need to know how an indicator is collected, and how to 

interpret it. She commented that some users take an indicator at "face value", and 

consider the forecasts to be immensely accurate (and not as a "guide . . .  based on 

assumptions") . She adds that "people who use local economic indicators know 

more of the ups and downs of it and they are more realistic". 

The practitioner considered delays in the publication of the Census of 

Employment to be a problem. She had heard "stories about miscoding in the 

census" that can be "actually quite horrific". The change in SIC was also a 

problem to her, but she considered it 'just the way of the world really". Despite 

the drawbacks of the data sources that she used, the practitioner felt that "perhaps 

the data that we do have is better than what we would collect ourselves". 

The consultancy identified an increased demand for local level economic research. 

Subsequently, they developed a piece of forecasting software that "enables people 

to look at employment trends, economic indicators, for their own area". Their 

market is essentially TECs and local authorities. Originally the consultancy was 

involved in more national economic research for government departments. 
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The consultancy therefore 

considered that a more local focus would be similarly well received. The 
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However, their move towards the provision of more local economic research 

"would have happened anyway", as they had made the decision to raise the profile 

Their software is sold to clients who use it in their own research projects. The 

local economic data built into the model is updated by floppy disks sent to the 

clients. Some clients use the model as background to their reports, and use it "to 

be able to run off a few tables". Others "use it more intensively". These clients 

change some of the model ' s  assumptions to reflect developments detected in the 

local economy from their own research (surveys and local knowledge). TECs use 

the software to inform their Economic Assessments, and partnerships purchase the 

software as a group. It provides them with local economic information/analysis 

when needed. It is also used to supplement fund bids, and "in a more general way 

for strategic planning functions". 

The model plays a further role in creating an established economic context into 

which clients can place their own household or employer surveys. It enables them 

to use their findings with projections of employment and the local economy. 

-Changes in client structure and demand for local economic information 

In recent years, the practitioner found herself undertaking increasing amounts of 

local level economic research involving TECs, local authorities, government 

offices, and the European Social Research Commission (they wanted more 

academic work). The consultancy's  economic forecasting therefore became more 

local in response to this demand. The consultancy's local economic forecasting 

software was developed specifically with the intention of widening the client base 

to include TECs and local authorities. The practitioner explained that when the 

TECs were established the consultancy was very keen to "get in with" them as 

they would be holders of research funding. 

of local economic issues. Interest in their work had risen with their departure 

from national to regional economic research. 



-Local economic indicators and their sources 

practitioner described their approach to local economic research as both proactive 

and reactive. 

have levelled out. 

The demand for local economic research is now considered by the practitioner to 

Current work is now being commissioned by partnerships, and 

the practitioner believes that such data pooling can work well. However, she 

added that, for it to be successful, there must be one or two partners that take the 

lead in promoting the value of local economic analysis. 

keep up-to-date economic forecasts for every local economy in the UK and ready 

for any client' s possible needs. In principle, she would like more private sector 

interest and money, "but it is not always realistic". 

-The estimated criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner listed the need for local economic indicators to be up-to-date and 

understood (as a protection against the manipulation of statistics). She added "but 

that is in an ideal world, of course", and "we have tried to work within the 

constraints of the available information". 

5.6.6 Consultancy Six 

The consultancy has ,  to the practitioner' s knowledge, only ever had about four 

private sector clients. The practitioner has found these to expect their needs to be 

met quickly with "instant" forecasts . She explained that it would be unfeasible to 

Consultancy Six buys economic information from the ONS (a non-local Census of 

Production data) and has access to the Welsh Office's on-line regiSter of 

manufacturing enterprise. It uses the Welsh Office as a source of local economic 

indicators. These include housing starts and completions, employment and 

unemployment figures. 
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-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner has a major problem with collecting local economic indicators. 
Availability has been limited due to the major reorganisation of local government 
in Wales .  This has converted eight counties into twenty-six unitary authorities. 
"It is in a state of chaos and will be for several years to come". The practitioner is 
compensating by using the Welsh Office for local economic statistics. The Welsh 
Office is, however, "not always as helpful as it could be". He believes that this is 
because "when they give us information we beat them over the head with it, as a 
general rule". 

The practitioner has found timing to be a problem. The release of local economic 
indicators takes so long that "it is very easy to get into fairly complicated 
estimates of what has already happened". The practitioner believes that a further 
problem exists with errors that can occur "when you get carried away with 
numbers". To avoid this, he recommends tempering analysis with a knowledge of 
the local economy. 

A final problem concerns the use of the local economic information that the 
practitioner provides to the client. He feels that occasionally he, the practitioner, 
may have been consulted so that the manager can claim to have done a thorough 
job. Therefore, the information may not be used in decision-making. Instead, the 
purpose of the exercise is to make the manager look competent. 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

The consultancy specialises in regional level input-output forecasts. At the local 
level, the consultancy produces economic forecasts on employment and GDP. 
The practitioner is currently working on an economy forecast for Cardiff, and 
describes his clients as: 

"organisations that need to understand what is happening in the local 
economy, to produce initiatives that take advantage of the opportunities 
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and deal with the problems in the local economy". 

Clients include the privatised utilities; they have become increasingly competitive. 
Clients from the water and electricity utilities want forecasts of new house 
building to anticipate the number of new lines/connections. A local television 
company commissions local economic forecasts because it is thought that 
advertising revenue is related to economic conditions . Local economic forecasts 
are also undertaken to underpin estimates of the catchment areas of proposed 
shopping centre sites. 

The forecasts are top-down in approach and involve the disaggregation of the 
consultancy' s  input-output table for Wales (according to employment, 
unemployment and other local data). Using this approach, the practitioner 
comments that he gets "uncomfortable with very local assessments". He warns 
his clients of the potential inaccuracies of forecasts at this scale. 

-Changes in client structure and demand for local economic information 
The consultancy has a range of clients, including the private sector, local 
government, the Welsh Development Agency and TECs. The practitioner noticed 
that there has been an increased demand for local economic research. He did not 
comment that this had affected the private sector/public sector client balance. 

used to be". 

The increased demand for local economic research came from two main sources. 
The practitioner has noticed that, as local authorities have become increasingly 
competitive, the need for local economic information has risen. The demand for 
local economic research has also increased with the privatisation of utilities. 
Privatisation has led these to become "much more commercially aware than they 

-The estimated criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

The practitioner' s criteria for ' good' local economic indicators were timeliness
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accuracy and comprehensibility. 

ensures that the user understands the limitations of some of the local economic 

The practitioner added that the consultancy 

information and forecasts. 

5.6.7 Summary of the Consultancy Interviews 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

All consultancies use Office for National Statistics (ONS) data for Census and 

employment information. The majority accesses these through NOMIS and 

Regional Trends. Consultancies Three and Five use LFS data as well. 

Consultancies Two and Four construct their own databases, collecting time series 

of local economic indicators not available through other sources. Consultancy 

Two ' s  databases comprise: 

• company relocations ( origin and destination) ; 

• planning applications and subsequent developments (including employment 

projections); 

• company credit scores. 

These are updated every three months and available at LAD level. 

Consultancy Four' s database holds information on: 

• the number of ' leisure seats' ; 

• the number of foreign investments; 

• "transport connectivity" grade for each UK LAD. 

Again this information was held for LADs across the UK. 

There was therefore a split in the use of local economic infonnation. Four 

consultancies were using fairly standard local economic indicators, and two were 

using these and collecting their own, supplementary, non-standard economic 

indicators. 
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-Problems experienced with local economic indicators 

Time series inconsistency, slow availability and unreliability were common 

problems experienced by the practitioners. 

Time series consistency problems that recurred were the 1 992 SIC change and the 

1 992 VAT threshold change. Spatial consistency problems concerned the local 

Out

of-date local economic indicators are a recurring problem, particularly with 

Census data. The practitioner from Consultancy Six commented that "it is very 

easy to get into fairly complicated estimates of what has already happened". 

Census employment figures were found to differ from local authority estimates 

(Practitioner Three specified for the years 1 989 and 1 991 ). While no reason was 

suggested for this ,  the disparity could have arisen out of the change to a sampling 

system in the census for 1 989  and 1 99 1 i. Furthermore, Practitioners One and 

Three suspected miscodings and inaccuracies in the Census of Employment. 

The variability of local economic time series was 

The practitioners from 

noted by Consultancy One; 

Consultancy Three related this specifically to LFS data. 

Consultancies Three and Four felt the LFS to be fairly unreliable at local level due 

to its sampling methods. Consultancy One believed the Invest in Britain Bureau 

to be an unreliable source of information on the extent (and location) of foreign 

investment in the UK. 

government boundary changes in London (causing Heathrow Airport to 'move') 

and the recent spatial restructuring of the Welsh local government system. 

Finally, the practitioner from Consultancy Five expressed concern that 

inexperienced users of local economic forecasts assume them to be precisely 

accurate. 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

Four of the consultancies (One, Three, Five and Six) use a few conventional local 
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to the local level. These are used by public sector clients in: 
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economic indicators to scale down national and regional level economic forecasts 

• Economic Assessments (by TECs); 

• structure plans and local government documents (by local and county 

authorities) ;  

• funding bids (by partnerships). 

Private sector clients use local economy forecasts in market sizing to anticipate 

demand, and use information about a local area for relocations or restructuring. 

Consultancy Six' s work for the newly privatised utilities had grown as these had 

become more commercially aware. Private sector work for retail focused more on 

the general wealth or predicted wealth of a catchment area. The practitioner from 

Consultancy Four' s main private sector clients were the utilities (particularly 

British Telecom), transport (another newly privatised industry), retail and leisure. 

Consultancy Three found its main private sector clients to be property developers 

who wanted forecasts on the employment prospects of various local districts. 

Two of the four consultancies using the top-down economic forecasts were uneasy 

working at LAD level. Practitioner One emphasised that his approach was ideally 

suited to units above LAD scale. For LAD work he explained that the forecasts 

represented a "starting point". At this scale the forecast was boosted with surveys 

and interviews with the area' s major employers. Practitioner Six, who scaled 

down a regional input-output model for local areas, commented that he was 

"uncomfortable with very local assessments". He concluded that his consultancy 

always warned of potential inaccuracies at this level. 

Consultancy Two specialises in the public sector, and the practitioner uses his 

own local economic indicators as well as those from ONS sources. Their research 

is used in the planning process and in fund bidding. Consultancy Four uses local 

economic indicators in two types of research work. Firstly, in economic impact 

and retail catchment studies on a consultancy basis. Secondly (and most popular 



This 

contains an analysis of the UK's  regions and LADs by local economic indicators. 

-Changes in client structure and the demand for local economic information 

(One, Four and Six) and the rest have mainly public sector clients. 

The establishment of the TECs and the increased 

partners), and 

partnerships .  The practitioner from 

. 

with clients) they provide, on a subscription service, an annual report. 

Its ' across-the-UK' coverage permits benchmarking. 

Half of the consultancies have an even mixture ofpublic and private sector clients 

All practitioners noticed an increased demand for local economic information 

from the public sector. 

government-instilled, competitiveness between local economies were considered 

to have influenced this .  Practitioners Four and Five deliberately attempted to 

widen their client base to accommodate this interest. They achieved this by 

changing the spatial scale of their reports and forecasts to LAD level. 

Practitioner One had noted a significant increase in the number of public sector 

clients during the recession. However, since that time there has been no increase 

in public sector clients (he commented that they were "being squeezed" by the 

government). Practitioners One and Six noticed an increase in the number of 

private sector clients since the recession. Practitioner Six noticed this increase 

particularly for the newly privatised sectors. These also represented two of the 

four main buyers of Consultancy Four' s LAD level research (utilities and 

transport), along with retail and leisure. 

There has been an increase in work commissioned by partnerships (although this 

had not affected the volume of work). The work has taken the form of general 

Economic Assessments and projections of the local economy (for one or two 

, 

more project-specific work being commissioned by wider 

Five commented thatConsultancy 

partnerships, beginning to commission work more frequently, heralded the 

In this way, local agencies share the information for amultiple use of reports
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greater variety of tasks. 

-The estimated criteria for a 'good' local economic indicator 

• timely; 

• accessible; 

• reliable; 

The criteria for a good local economic indicator were largely standard across the 

practitioners. These were that they be: 

• available in a lengthy time series; 

• consistent ( over time and space); 

• understandable; 

• relevant. 

The practitioner from Consultancy Two added that familiarity was sometimes-

needed, as (relevancy aside) sometimes a client simply expects to see certain, 

standard indicators in a report. 

5.7 An analysis of the private sector practitioners 

These were the private sector users of local economic indictors from the survey 

that agreed to be interviewed in person (see also section 5 .2.3).  

company were: 

• a cleaning company; 

• a sandwich manufacturer; 

The types of 

• a 'big six' accountancy firm; 

• a large food retailer. 
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5.7 .1 The cleaning company 

-Lo

for janitorial services .  

and out of the local area that may need cleaning services. 

cal economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner owns the company and uses wage rate information from the job 

centre The local papers are a further source of local 

economic information. These enable him to identify major employers moving in 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner experienced no difficulties in gaining access to these local 

economic indicators. 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

The practitioner estimates the time to be taken by each employee for a particular 

cleaning j ob, and then multiplies the hours needed by the average hourly wage 

rate figure from the job centre. 

The practitioner uses the information on the arrival and departure of local 

businesses to market his company to newcomers. It is also useful to forewarn him 

of the imminent departure of clients who have not yet paid for his company' s  

services. The practitioner added that he would find information on the financial 

well-being of his clients useful: 

"To be quite mercenary about it, if there mis a copany out there doing well 

then perhaps it affects the amount of margin that I would build in to the 

bottom of  the equation" 

5.7.2 The sandwich manufacturer 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 
He usesThe practitioner is the personnel manager of his company. 
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unemployment data for the local area, which he collects from the local TEC 
(where the company' s Managing Director was a committee chairman). Toe 
practitioner also uses average pay figures for his sector. He collects these from 
the human resources departments of other companies in this sector. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner has not yet come across any problems in updating the information 
that he uses. 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

The organisation itself was not using local economic indicators until the 
practitioner arrived three and a half years ago. He uses the unemployment figures 
for the local economy to anticipate any negative repercussions from a fall in 
unemployment. A fall in unemployment represents a problem to the company as 
they rely heavily upon casual labour. The practitioner explained that sandwich 
making is a labour intensive activity and is also one which takes large, last-minute 
changes in orders. The company therefore looks to local employment agencies to 
'flex' their workforce up and down. 

The ' temps' that work for the company have to be health screened, as do the full
time workers. They need full medical clearance and an induction half-day before 
they can work in the factory because of its stringent health requirements. All of 
these restrictions impede the company's ability to access a flexible workforce. 
The situation is worsened by the company's over-reliance on the local area as a 
source for employment as the majority of workers live within one mile: "there are 
not many people from Bury Park who have not worked here at some point in 
time". The majority of local inhabitants (and therefore the majority of the 
workforce) is Asian. They often visit India or Pakistan for holidays. Afterwards 
they have to wait three months before recommencing work as medical checks 
from these countries incorporate a time lag. 
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These factors mean that the company is faced with a shrinking workforce. The 

company therefore has to ensure that there are always going to be sufficient 

numbers of screened temps on its books to work at short notice. Knowledge of 

the local unemployment figures is valuable to the practitioner in assessing the 

need to actively seek more ' temps'  from the local area. 

The average pay figure is used to balance out the company's pay levels. These are 

used in negotiations with the unions. Furthermore, the practitioner explained that 

the employees worked in a chilled environment, unlike the employees of their 

main rivals .  Therefore, to compensate for this, and to keep employees from 

' defecting ' ,  the practitioner ensures that they are paid above the average rate. He 

commented that "the more information you have got, the easier it is to make a 

more objective decision". 

5.7.3 The accountancy firm 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner' s role is to provide background economic information on his 

company's  catchment area (which covers a number of local economies). For his 

local economic information he uses a number of sources. Two databases provide 

him with financial information on local companies: ICC (holding Companies 

House 

company consider its projected growth to be "the biggest event for the next ten 

gives all of the relevant news from the trade press .  Regional Trends is used "a 

little bit". The practitioner found local authorities and local authority publications 

practitioner also collects information specifically on London Luton Airport, as his 

years". 

information) and 'Lotus One Source' , (which gives credit scores for 

companies with a turnover above £ 1 ,000,000 pa). The 'Financial Times Profile' 

to be a useful source of "geographically concentrated" economic information. The 
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-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

source of local economic information. He commented that

The practitioner found the Department of Trade and Industry a "hit and miss" 

: 

"Going to any of the Government organisations seems to be very difficult. 

You get passed around from pillar to post and no-one seems to know who 

you should speak to or be particularly forthcoming(sic) . . .  and it is very 

difficult actually getting anything tangible out of them. Even a definite 

answer that they cannot help yout- fair enough - but you cannot even get to 

that point often". 

The practitioner found Central Government information often to be inapplicable 

because of his company' s catchment area. The practitioner considered his 

land as far as the government iscompany to be "squashed into no-mans 

concerned". It is comprised of parts of different regions and counties. He prefers 

to use local economic information for the various districts, which he can then 

build up to match his company' s  catchment exactly. 

While the practitioner has experienced no problems with local authorities as a 

source of local economic information, he has found Business Link "limited" in its 

provision. 

information. 

He pondered that this could be because Business Link is more geared 

towards small business support as opposed to economic research or economic 

As a final problem the practitioner added that he would simply like 

more information to avoid making "sweeping statements" on the state of the local 

economy. 

-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

The practitioner 

be closing down and moving out of the area. He then uses the company databases 

to provide the company with the economic details to 'proactively' seek out 

The practitioner 

uses the 'FT' profile to inform him when certain companies may 

subsidiaries of the companies that might need their services. 
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commented that like other Big Six accountancy firms, they were now diversifying 

out of auditing (the "typical accountancy activity"). His company is now 

branching into the less steady and more competitive areas of corporate tax and 

insolvencies. These require more information to permit effective "targeting". 

The local economic information per se is used more as a backdrop to the firm's 

activities, providing "hard evidence" on the economic state of their catchment 

area. The indicators feed into their annual reports to head office in London. 

Information on the local economy is presented internally to the firm at 

promotional meetings with potential clients. These presentations sometimes 

involve speakers on the local economy from Cranfield University, which, the 

practitioner comments, adds "gravity" to the proceedings. 

The practitioner commented that "we use local economic information to try and 

understand our local market more fully". The information helps the firm to plan 

ahead for the levels of staff needed at their branch, and also feeds into the 

establishment of office targets. The practitioner noted that other branches are 

becoming increasingly aware of local economic issues. 

5.7.4 The large food retailer 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

The company uses mainly CACI information based on the Census of Population 

and displayed on a Geographical Information System (GIS) called Mapinfo. This 

divides the local area into ACORN social classifications. These describe whether 

the economic status of a very local area is 'thriving' ,  ' expanding', 'rising' ,  

'settling' , ' aspiring' , or ' striving' . However, the database is not considered by the 

It does not include up-to-date economic practitioner to be sufficiently thorough. 

information or local economy projections for areas that are swiftly changing. The 

He explained practitioner gave the example of Telford, a swiftly changing area. 

that more information is needed for Telford to assess the potential market. 
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As a result of this need, the practitioner accesses alternative local economic 

indicators to indicate the growth and likely wealth of an area. The main sources 

for this information are the planning departments located in the respective store 

areas . These are used to collect information on housing growth and population 

increase.  The practitioner uses Labour Market Trends for unemployment figures 

for certain localities, and to establish whether which local economies fall under 

Assisted Area status.  Finally, the practitioner also relies on results from in-store 

surveys giving the economic profiles and addresses of customers. The in-store 

surveys are soon to be made obsolete with the introduction of store cards that 

establish records of each customer's address and purchases (in exchange for 

discounts). The practitioner believes that the information from these cards will 

represent an "instant database" for economic information on customers. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators and their sources 

The practitioner' s  problems with local economic information centred on local 

planning divisions. He found that 

"difficulty in getting local economic information varied from local 

authority to local authority. . .  from being professional and helpful to 

downright obstructive in a couple of instances I can think of'. 

He was transferred from officer to officer a number of times, and some local 

authorities had been over-protective with their information. He believes that this 

is a matter of approach, as "some are fairly geared up to providing information, 

providing some sort of service". Others, he found, were "a bit more insular" and 

less prepared to give out information. 

A further problem that the practitioner had with different local authorities was in 

their coverage of the local economic information. He commented that "in some 

cases you are referred to county-scale information" which was not of use to him as 
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-The organisational uses for local economic indicators 

The practitioner noted that over the last few years, the need for local economic 

the catchment area was far more local. 

The supplementary information from planning divisions is used by the company 
alongside the GIS to keep them informed of the available market for their stores. 
The supplementary local economic information is particularly useful in between 
census years, as this is when the CACI information is at its weakest. 

The company has a library of local plans which is used in considering planning 
developments that may affect existing sites or the location of potential sites. The 
company also has lists of the telephone numbers of all of the local authority 
planning departments in the UK. They are contacted for population and housing 
figures and projections. The practitioner uses Labour Market Trends to 

practitioner to consider the potential of initially unpromising sites. He considers 
Assisted Areas to be more likely to welcome a new store and to establish 
infrastructure links. 

Local economic information and the in-store socio-economic surveys advise 
management decisions. The managers are therefore able to adjust their stock and 
facilities to suit the economic status of the catchment area. The manager could 
therefore, for example, make decisions on the expansion or contraction of product 
lines, or suggest to head office the installation of a petrol station. 

benchmark local areas against the national average in terms of unemployment. 
Labour Market Trends information about Assisted Area status is also used by the 

information has risen. Stronger planning restrictions on developments has shifted 

the emphasis from local economic information for "locating" (where best to locate 

a store) to local economic information for "monitoring". The practitioner has 

noted that his company has become more proactive in anticipating changes that 

need to be made to stores to accommodate the market. For monitoring, their local 
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economic information needs to be more thorough: "we have to look a lot harder 

than we used to". Competition also contributes to the need to correctly assess the 

local market, in order to "gain market share from other people' s  customers". 

5.7 .5 Summary of the Private Sector Interviews 

-Local economic indicators and their sources 

The four private sector practitioners differed greatly in their use of local economic 

indicators. The cleaning company uses local wage rates for janitorial services 

from the local job centre, and local newspapers to keep up with news of local 

businesses. The sandwich manufacturer also uses local wage rates for its sector, 

but these were from the practitioner' s own research. In addition, the sandwich 

manufacturers used unemployment figures from Bedfordshire TEC. 

The accountancy firm and the food retailer use the greatest number of local 

economic indicators. The accountancy firm practitioner uses databases and the 

trade press for information on businesses in the local area. He also uses local 

authority publications and ONS publications (Regional Trends) for more general 

information on the local economy. The food retailer uses housing, population 

figures and unemployment figures from planning departments and Labour Market 

Trends (in addition to census information from CACI displayed on Mapinfo ). He 

also uses in-store surveys for socio-economic information on customers. 

-Problems experienced with local economic indicators 

The cleaning company and the sandwich manufacturer had not experienced any 

difficulty in accessing their local economic indicators. 

The accountancy firm practitioner had found the local Business Link to be a 

"limited source" of local economic information, and preferred to use local 

authorities as a source. Central Government was inadequate as a source for local 

economic information at the smaller scales. It provided him mainly with large 
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scale data that did not fit his company catchment area. He also found himself 

transferred from person to person in government departments, with no information 

forthcoming. 

The food retailer had found a similar problem, but with local authorities. Some of 

these also transferred the practitioner to other colleagues on the telephone three or 

four times .  In addition, they were "insular" with their information. A further 

problem was that some officers proffered county-scale economic information, 

which was too large for his store's catchment area. 

The key private sector problems therefore appear to be in governmental provision 

of local economic information, both locally and centrally. 

-The organisational uses for local economic information 

The cleaning company uses any newspaper information on local companies to 

identify potential clients or to forewarn of the need to collect their bill from 

departing clients. The average wage figure is used in calculating employee 

earnmgs. 

The practitioner at the sandwich manufacturing company used information about 

the average wage figure in negotiating his employee' s  wages. The unemployment 

figures forewarned him of any potential difficulties in hiring the necessary 

The practitioner at the accountancy company uses his company infonnation to: 

• target potential clients for his organisations financial services; 

• give general information on the state of the local economy; 

• feed into human resource decisions; 

• provide an economic summary for annual reports; 

• inform presentations and promotional evenings for potential clients. 

The practitioner noted that diversification and increased competition in his sector 
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confirmed by the practitioner from Consultancy One (5.6. 1 )  who commented that 

The food retailer uses 

forced companies like his to become more aware of their local economies. This is 

it was mainly financial organisations that used his services to guide restructuring

underpin management decisions on product lines (suitable for local economic 

. 

local economic indicators to : 

• consider the location for new stores; 

• 

circumstances) . 

• anticipate general demand in existing stores. 

Increased planning restrictions have led to a shift away from the use of local 

economic information in locating a store. It is now used to monitor the local 

catchment's economic trends, and alter the store accordingly to increase its 

competitiveness. 

5.8 Emergent trends from the practitioner groups 

The interview analysis has presented the practitioner' s views on their experiences 

of local economic indicators in their working lives. This is the first time that such 

a study has taken place. The transcripts for each practitioner have been analysed 

in detail, and the emergent trends within the groups have been assessed at the end 

of each section. 

This section now analyses the trends between groups, and looks at these in the 

context of the literature where appropriate. 'New' trends have also been 

highlighted where they have emerged. The public sector and consultancy groups 

were both familiar with local economic indicators, and their findings are in many 

cases not only comparable, but also similar. In contrast, the private sector analysis 

revealed the practitioners to be very different in their use of, and familiarity with, 

local economic indicators. 
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5.8.1 An emergent local economic indicator criteria 

The criteria for a ' good' local economic indicator for public sector and 

consultancy practitioners was similar to that of Mitchell and Burns (section 3 . 1) .  

The main criteria were that the indicators be: 

• timely; 

• reliable; 

• consistent; 

• understandable (in what it is measuring, and how it measures); 

• available; 

• accessible. 

It is important to know that Mitchell and Burns did not include the last two 

criteria. Perhaps this was because their index was for national scale economic 

indicators many decades ago in the US . In the UK, the government has being 

giving decreasing priority to the collection and provision of local economic 

indicators in recent years (DoE, 1 990; Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1 991b; Hoinville and 

Smith, 1 982; Worrall , 1 989). The inclusion of these more fundamental criteria 

appears to reflect the basic lack of access to local economic indicators today. 

5.8.2 The main local economic indicators 

The mam indicators used by the public sector and consultancies were: 

employment; unemployment; VAT registrations and de-registrations; Labour 

Force Survey data; housing starts; planning applications. Public and consultancy 

practitioners used the same sources and, additionally, NOMIS, Regional Trends 

and the Census. 

Private sector practitioners were the only group to use average wage figures. The 

cleaning company practitioner used the j ob centre to calculate the average wage in 

his sector. The sandwich manufacturer researched the average wage in his sector 
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by telephoning his rivals and asking them. Officially calculated average wage
figures are only available (heavily sampled) at county scale from the New
Earnings Survey. These are likely to be less up-to-date than those gained by these
means. The other local economic indicators used by the private sector were from 
local agency sources, mainly local authorities. 

Consultancies Two and Four used their own local economic indicator databases 

and government publications to incorporate a 'bottom-up' element in their local 

economic analysis. The remaining consultancies used minimal local economic 

indicators to scale down regional forecasts in a 'top-down' approach. Two of the 

four consultancy practitioners using this approach expressed unease in operating 

at such a small level .  One supplemented his local level economic forecasts with 

surveys and employer interviews to overcome its inadequacies. The other simply 

informed the client of the shortcomings of his forecasting method at small scales. 

Their opinions confirm the conclusions of Chapter Two in the dissertation, which 

suggested that the top-down approach is less accurate than the bottom-up 

approach to forecasting local economies. 

More consultancies might adopt the bottom-up approach to forecasting local 

economies if a standardised, comprehensive set of local economic indicators were 

available. Even if the forecasts were still not bottom up, such a data set could be 

used in the text of a report to make it more appropriate to the local economy. 

Failing this, the clients could themselves conduct basic forecasts of their economy 

using such a set of indicators. Fiske et al ( 1991) commented that the "typical" 

forecaster would value a model of economic activity that could produce 

"reasonable" and "tolerably accurate" forecasts. Kozlowski (198 1 ) considers top

down forecasts to be a "crude" approach "at best". 

were too sophisticated to be of use. 

Certainly the one public sector practitioner with experience of top-down 

consultancies agreed with the academics. The TEC practitioner believed that they 

He added that had he known how 
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sophisticated the consultancy models were, he would not have purchased them. 

conduct a basic forecast of relevant local economic indicators to show the "tr end" 

economic information in the public sector. 

this was indeed so. 

performance between regions, 

indicators. Both 

The interview analysis revealed that 

The public sector practitioners had noted an increase in 

They were too expensive for their usefulness, and did not represent a sustainable 
means of monitoring the local economy. He believed the best solution to be to 

' 
the general direction, of the local economy. 

There was an interesting combination of duplication and 'one-offs' occurring in 

the public sector' s  collection of local economic trends 

consolidate the literature in this area (section 3 .4.1). This points to the lack of co

operation between local agencies as an obstacle to the development of a local 

economic database. Three of the public sector practitioners collected and held the 

same basic local economic indicators, with only two practitioners using these 

agencies as sources for the same indicators. Ironically, however, the TEC, Luton 

Borough Council's  Planning Division, and Luton Dunstable Partnership each held 

information that was not used by any other local agency. A better co-ordinated 

approach to the collection of indicators would save resources and create a more 

thorough, holistic economic database for use by all agencies (Hasluck, 1990; 

Openshaw and Goddard, 1987; Peck and Tickell, 1 994; Worrall, 1 989). Further 

discussion on the theoretical establishment of such a database can be found in 

Chapter Six. 

5.8.3 An increased need for local economic information in the public sector 

In Chapter One it was proposed that there was an increased need for local 

competitiveness at the local scale between local economies. The County Council 

practitioners commented that whereas before they were benchmarking economic 

they were now benchmarking within regions. The 

arrival of the TEC (with its large research budget) resulted in a surge of local 

economic research activity. All this was additional to the continuing use of local 
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measures. 

the bidding process had led to increased competition between local authorities. 

The public sector practitioner interviews were littered with references to 

benchmarking against other local economies (referred to by the TEC practitioner 

Local economic indicators were considered an effective 

consultancies; 

economic indicators. They are also active in attempts to organise the collective 
use of local economic indicators (through LERF). 

economic indicators to inform planning decisions, monitor and re-evaluate policy 

The interview analysis suggested that the literature has not sufficiently captured 
the immense impact of the arrival of the TECs in 1 993 .  While the literature 
covers the proliferation of local agencies at great length, it does not reflect the 
TECs seemingly disproportionate influence on the demand for local economic 
information. The analysis revealed the following: 
• there was a rise in public sector demand for local economic research with the 

arrival of the TECs; 
• the TEC and local authorities are now the major public sector customers of the 

• TECs have a budget for local economic research that inputs into major local 
economic projects in partnership; 

• Bedfordshire TEC established LERF, with the aim of co-ordinating local 
economic research between local economies across the county. 

The interviews show that TECs have emerged as a catalyst in the use of local 

The introduction of the SRB in November 1 993 emerged as another great 

influence on increased usage of local economic indicators. For example, The 

Luton Dunstable Partnership had been formulated specifically for fund bidding 

purposes. This strengthens the assertion by Peck and Tickell (1 994) that 

partnerships were the key to unlocking central and European funds (section 2.2.4). 

The interview analysis verified statements by Ball (1 995) and Ward (1 997) that 

as "the opposition"). 
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means to portray the worst possible economic case m order to compete 

successfully. 

5.8.4 An increased demand for the consultancies 

The consultancies had all noticed an increase in demand for local economic 

ass essments and forecasts . This came with the introduction of the TECs and the 

increased competitiveness between local economies. Their products were used 

mainly in the Economic Assessments of TECs, in structure plans and local 

government documents, and in fund bids by partnerships. Two of the four 

practitioners changed their service in response to the growing market for local 

products focused on LAD level economic information. The remaining four 

consultancies already had products using LAD level information, and had simply 

observed an increase in demand for information at that level. 

The consultancy consensus was therefore that the increase in demand had 

occurred at LAD level. Both public sector and consultancy groups therefore 

defined local economies as within an LAD boundary. This finding implies the 

"conventional 

Bharmal ( 1 992) cautiously suggests. 

definition" of the local economy is, indeed, the LAD area, as 

5.8.5 Private sector demand for local economic indicators 

The analysis provided an insight into private sector use of local economic 

indicators, an area that has not previously been covered in any depth. Section 

2.4.2 discusses briefly the presumed need for local economic data in the decision

making processes of businesses (Bailey et al, 1 991 ,  Bailey and Lehaney, 1 992; 

Danson et al, 1995 ; Fiske et al, 1 992, Hunter et al, 1 988). However, the process 

had not been taken beyond logical inference. In this research, the businesses and 
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the information suppliers were asked about the private sector' s need for, and use 

of local, economic indicators. 

The dissertation' s survey found an estimated 12 percent of Bedfordshire' s  

forecasting organisations to be interested in accessing local economic information, 

but not currently using any. It is possible that the private sector does not know 

where to go for local economic information (Hunter et al, 1988). The TEC 

practitioner suggested this possibility. He explained that there was some 

confusion between practitioners as to what local economic information was held 

and by which local agency. Both he and the Luton Dunstable Partnership 

practitioner felt that there was a need to co-operate and share local economic 

information to reduce duplication and improve co-ordination. These reasons 

verified Hunter et al' s recommendation for the establishment of one clear route for 

businesses to obtain local economic information to make the system simpler 

( 1 988). 

The consultancies had found their work for the private sector to be mainly market 

sizing to anticipate demand, or information on a local area for relocations or 

restructuring. The main private sector clients of the consultancies were utilities 

(whose demand had increased since privatisation), retail, transport and leisure and 

property developers. Specific indicators were forecast to anticipate demand. 

More general research was conducted on the general wealth or predicted wealth of 

a catchment area. The practitioner from Consultancy One explained that each 

private company has its own unique "geographical boundary". The organisations 

therefore need to have the data available at LAD level (at least) as these can be 

built up, LAD by LAD, to reflect the catchment area. 

The four private sector organisations interviewed had very different economic 

information needs. The cleaning business and the sandwich manufacturer wanted 

only wage rates, unemployment figures and news of other local businesses. The 

accountancy firm practitioner had a far greater appetite for local economic 
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information. LAD level economic information was ideal to give coverage of his 

oddly-shaped catchment. He felt that the need for more local economic 

information had arisen out of the general restructuring of the financial sector. 

Their move towards more competitive areas of finance had created the need for 

local economic information to steer their more proactive approach. 

S imilarly, the food retailer had begun to look more closely at store catchment 

areas over recent years, with a shift towards local economic monitoring. Planning 

restrictions had curtailed the expansion of the food retail sector. His company was 

therefore looking harder at tailoring each store to suit the economic state of its 

existing catchment. By responding to local economic upturns and downturns with 

appropriate stock they hoped to retain and attract customers. 

Two of the four private sector compames interviewed therefore perceived a 

growing need for local economic information. They also related the trends that 

had shown this need to be a general phenomenon; it was not merely restricted to 

their own experience. The analysis indicates that the need for local economic 

information for the accountancy firm and the food retailer may be part of a new 

approach to business activities across the country. 

5.8.6 Problems experienced with local economic indicators 

This dissertation' s  interview analysis represents the first attempt to ask 

practitioner' s  what their problems with their indicators have been. In brief, the 

main problems experienced by the public sector and consultancy practitioners 

were: 

• inconsistency in data: 

- VAT threshold changes, data boundary changes, SIC changes; 

• inaccuracies: 

- Census of Employment omissions, Census/LAD estimate mismatch, LFS 

sampling error; 
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The problems emerging from the analyses are symptomatic of what Healey 
referred to as "the generally poor and deteriorating state of the information base" 

indictors (to be found in sections 3 .2 and 3 .3), there is little hard criticism of 

specific indicators or sources. Wood' s criticism of the LFS (1 996) in section 3 .2 

• timeliness. 

( 1 99 1 a). However, despite the literature's  general criticism of local economic 

stands out as a straightforward account of a source's limitations. Both the public 

sector and consultancy practitioners were found to agree with him on the 

inaccuracies of the LFS at the local level. The DoE (1990) also attempts to look 

at the advantages and disadvantages of certain local economic indicators, but the 

practitioners here did not pick out the drawbacks highlighted in the report (which 

was, perhaps, not user-focused). The public sector and consultancy practitioners' 

problems are outlined in detail in sections 5 . 5 .6 and 5 .6.7. 

Of the private sector practitioners, the cleaning firm and the sandwich 

manufacturer had experienced no problems in meeting their sparse local economic 

information needs. The accountancy and food retail practitioners, however, both 

had difficulties in accessing information from government sources. 

The accountancy firm had experienced difficulties with Central Government. He 

had felt that they did not recognise his branch boundary as an economic area for 

which economic information should be made available (although it encompassed a 

number of LADs comfortably). He had been passed from person to person on the 

telephone with no information forthcoming. This experience adds weight to the 

argument of Openshaw and Goddard that Central Government is 

"institutionalised" and inflexible, strictly adhering to confidentiality restrictions 

( 19 87). 

The food retail practitioner also found problems with government co-operation, 

but at a local level. He had found some local authority planning divisions to be 
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professional and helpful, while others had been unhelpful and obstructive. He had 
been passed from person to person, found some officers to be overly concerned 
with confidentiality, and had difficulty locating LAD level information. It would 
seem, therefore, that the accusations by Openshaw and Goddard (1987) could also 
be levelled at local government. This finding once more emphasises the need for 
a more structured, standardised local economic information service from the local 
agencies. 

5.9 Conclusions 

This chapter ' s  analysis has confirmed some of the themes from the literature, 

• the introduction of the SRB (and resulting local competitiveness); 
• sectoral restructuring (privatisation and diversification). 

Problems with accessing and using local economic indicators focused on: 
• inconsistency of time series ; 
• inaccuracy of data sources; 
• the timeliness/currency of local economic indicators; 
• difficulties in accessing local and Central Government data sources. 

All 
economic information in all practitioner groups. 

of the major findings of this chapter point to a strong demand for local 
The highlighted problems 

establish the need for local agencies to co-operate and co-ordinate their actions to 
meet their own needs and those of the private sector. The next Chapter focuses on 
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The analysis reveals duplication in local economic indicator collection to be 
prevalent among local agencies. An increased need for LAD level local economic 
information was identified by the practitioners. This stemmed from: 
• the establishment of TECs (with large budgets for research); 



the feasibility of working with those local economic indicators available to create 

a standardised database. 
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THE LOCAL ECONOMIC INDICATORS DATABASE: 
6. 

A FEASIBILITY STUDY 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the feasibility of establishing a local economic indicator 

database for the LAD of Luton. It incorporates an heuristic research approach. 

This method is used to explore the process of local economic indicator collection 

from the perspective of a practitioner (Patton, 1 990) . By detailing the collection 

process, the Chapter provides an insight into the accessibility (and the process of 

accessing) local economic indicators. The researcher's  experiences in this process 

are then related back to those of the practitioners, providing a variety of 

perspectives .  In this way the feasibility study incorporates triangulation. This 

leads to a better understanding of practitioner need in the context of local 

economic indicator availability (Patton, 1 990; Yin, 1 994). 

The chapter provides a response to the need for local economic indicators which 

has emerged in this thesis. It explores the feasibility of establishing a local 

economic database, as no standard criteria have yet been designed (Ball, 1995; 

Foley, 1 990; Hasluck, 1 990; Healey, 1 99 1a; 1 99 1b; Hunter et al, 1 988; Worrall, 

1 989).  The chapter does not, however, propose a definitive 'product' 

Furthermore, it 

- a complete 

solution to the problems of data provision discussed. Instead, it proposes one 

possible direction towards establishing a local economic indicator database. 

The database comprises economic indicators that can be collected for any other 

LAD in the country. The data is therefore transferable. 

incorporates indicators that are available to the public and private sectors. The 

database is not, therefore, complicated by issues of confidentiality. Hence it is 

accessible as an information source to practitioners from all sectors. The study 

therefore represents a useful, transferable starting point to the establishment of a 
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standard local economic database. 

6.2 Identified practitioner needs 

This section pulls together the findings of the thesis so far that have indicated the 
need for a local economic indicator database. 

6.2.1 The literature 

Sections 2.2 and 2.3 outlined the increased economic and political importance of 
local economic space in the last decade and a half (Cooke, 1 990; Dewhurst and 
Danson, 1 995 ;  Eisenshitz and Gough; Hay, 1 994; Jessop, 1993; Martinos, 1 988). 
This trend emphasises the need for local level economic data to inform 
organisations for which operations are affected by the state of the local economy 
(section 2.4:  Bailey and Lehaney, 1 992; Ball, 1 995; Cambridge Econometrics, 
1 994; Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995 ; Hunter et al, 1 988; Jones and Galt, 1995). 

The consensus is that this need would be best met by the analysis of locally 
derived economic statistics. This is the 'bottom-up' approach to monitoring and 
forecasting local economic activity (section 2.5 : Blakemore and Townsend, 1 99 1 ;  
Bailey et al, 1 99 1 ;  Danson et al, 1 995; Dewhurst and Danson, 1 995 ; Kozlowski, 
1 98 1 ;  1 987) .  Forecasting attempts are recommended to utilise basic, naive 
forecasting techniques, due to the scarcity of inputs and the flaws inherent in local 
data (Fiske et al, 1 99 1 ; Green, 1 993 ; Kozlowski, 1 987; Owen, 199 1). 

Chapter Three discussed issues of the quality and availability of economic 
indicators available at local level. The chapter highlights the need for an 
organised system for collecting and organising the local economic indicators. 
Such a system would make the best use of those local economic indicators that are 
available (Section 3 .3 :  DoE; 1 990; Foley, 1 990; Healey, 1991a; 1 991b; Hoinville 
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economic indicator database for use by private and public sector organisations. 

consistent. They collect their own local economic data as and when it is needed 
. A consensus was reached that this lack of 

and Smith, 1 982; Openshaw and Goddard, 1987; Worrall, 1989). 

Section 3 .4 revealed that no attempt had, as yet, been made to organise a local 

Instead, organisations tend towards approaches which are less co-ordinated and 

, 

according to their separate agendas
organisation wastes resources. It creates unnecessary duplication in the public 
sector, and starves the private sector of information that could lead to more 
effective decision-making. (Ball, 1 995 ; Hasluck, 1 990; Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1 991b; 
Hunter et al, 1 988 ;  Peck and Tickell, 1 994; Worrall, 1 989;). 

The literature therefore shows that private and public sector organisations need 

local economic information, and that, as yet, local economic data had not been 

organised in such a way as to meet that need effectively. 

6.2.2 The survey analysis 

The survey analysis revealed that 22 percent of Bedfordshire's forecasting 

organisations believe that the use of local economic information would improve 

their forecasting performance. The figure of 22 is made up of two groups; 1 9  

percent are currently using no local economic indicators at all; the other 3 percent 

are using some LEis, but wish to use more. The analysis therefore identified an 

information gap. Strong methodological similarities were found in the forecasting 

procedures of input users and those wanting to use local economic information. 

These were: 
• they overwhelmingly operate on an annual forecasting horizon; 
• both groups use basic computer software in the form of spreadsheets; 
• the forecasting methodologies are mainly qualitative; 

The few quantitative techniques employed are basic, and reliant on historical data 

(' line of best fit' , regression and exponential smoothing). 
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The methodological similarities indicate that organisations wanting local 
economic indicators could, theoretically, incorporate the data into their forecasts . 
Chapter Four concluded that the obstacle to closing the information gap is not, 
therefore, differing forecasting procedures. Instead, it is likely to be a differing 
knowledge of the nature and accessibility of local economic information. 

A local economic database could bridge the information gap. The data could be 
organised in a usable format. To suit the common forecasting procedures 
identified it would contain indicators that are available at least annually, with 
historical time series, and are presented in a simple, spreadsheet format. Publicity 
for the database would then raise awareness of its existence to the organisations 
that could use it. 

6.2.3 The interview analysis - more specific needs 

The interviews in Chapter Five (summarised in section 5 . 8) confirmed the theory 
that the local economy has become, in recent years, an 

This referred to both the 

important area for policy 
and businesses. The 'public sector' interview analysis (including local agencies) 
also revealed that greater co-ordination was needed. 
collection and organisation of local economic indicators. Better co-ordination 
would reduce duplication in the collection of indicators and improve the 
dissemination of local economic information (section 5 .5 .6). These findings 
emphasise the potential value of a local economic indicator database, first alluded 
to in the literature and then suggested by the survey analysis. 

The interviews with the consultancy practitioners indicated that these were using 
few local economic indicators, and that their approach was mainly 'top down' 
(section 5 .6.7). Two of the four consultancy practitioners working in this way felt 
it to be less than ideal for local economic analysis. The country-wide provision of 
a local economic indicators database might encourage consultancies to construct 
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more bottom-up and holistic working methods. Additionally, the consultancies' 

clients could use local economic indicators from the database to add value to 

consultancy reports. 

When interviewed the (non-consultancy) private sector practitioners revealed 

varying local economic information needs. Two of the firms wanted only one or 

two data sets, while the other two wanted more (section 5 .7.5). The latter two 

organisations had experienced difficulties with accessing local economic data 

from central and local government. A local economic indicator database for each 

LAD across the country might well reduce some of this confusion. It would 

promote better organisation and effectiveness in an information service for the 

private sector. Central and local government agencies could refer enquiries to the 

agency holding the database. 

The literature review, the survey and the interviews each led to the conclusion that 

a local economic indicator database was desirable. 

6.3 Design considerations 

6.3.1 Catering for the potential users of the database 

It is proposed in this thesis that public sector, private sector and consultancy 

practitioners all need access to the database. They all have been identified as 

needing local economic indicators in their everyday work. The creation of one 

database - with public domain data - would minimise the bureaucracy surrounding 

access. It would simplify the service, and dissipate any ' secrecy' or 

confidentiality issues that might inhibit its establishment. Public sector 

practitioners would still use detailed and confidential information, but this would 

be in addition to the information supplied from the database. The database would 

greatly reduce their workload in locating, using and providing local economic 
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indicators. 

6.3.2 Considering the potential uses of the database 

The database indicators will need to fit into the planning cycles of the public 
sector and private sectors. They would need to be up-to-date so as to support 
statutory documents, economic assessments and funding bids. The survey showed 
that the planning cycles of the responding private and public sector forecasting 
organisations were predominantly annual. The interviews demonstrated that 
practitioners were most frequently using annual economic information (with the 
exception of monthly unemployment figures). The local economic information in 
the database would therefore ideally be  available at least annually. The number of 
employees in employment was included (although available for Census years 
only) as this is considered a valuable benchmark to use with other indicators 
(section 3 .2 :  DoE, 1 990) .  

The local economic indicators will also need to be available in a time series for 
monitoring and forecasting purposes. The survey found that the majority of 
quantitative methods used were those requiring time series to establish a trend. A 
time series is also preferable in the qualitative forecasting. It provides the 
practitioner with a context within which to assess the significance of each 
indicator's movements. 

6.3.3 Housing the database 

The consensus on housing the database was that it should be housed in public 
sector organisations; many of the local economic indicators are derived from 
public sector agencies (sections 3 .6.2, 3 .6.3 and 3 .6.4). The literature was in 
favour of the use of local authorities to administer the database (Foley, 1 990; 
Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1 99 1b ;  Hunter et al, 1 988; Worrall, 1 989). This would also 
emphasise the status of the local economic database as a "community service" 

- 1 94 -



would have staff that were already familiar with the collection of local economic 

tors as part of their administrative duties (DoE, 1 987; Hunter et al, 1 988 ;  

(Hunter et al, 1 988) .  Local authorities (particularly their planning departments) 

Worrall, 1 989). 

indica

The system would be most effective if centralised to prevent a duplication of 

effort in maintaining and disseminating information. It would provide a single 

clear route through which organisations could access local economic indicators, 

thus reducing confusion (Hunter et al, 1 988) .  The local agencies would need to 

publicise the database, to raise awareness of their availability and accessibility. A 

promotional campaign targeted at businesses could provide them with a direct 

route to the database. 

6.3.4 Accessing the database 

Access through the centralised location of the database should be straightforward. 

Local agencies could simply direct all enquiries to the one department within the 

agency that is housing the database (Hunter et al, 1 988). This department should 

be experienced in the organisation and dissemination of information and so able to 

meet enquiries as they arise. This system should eliminate the alienating 

problems experiences of information gathering experienced by the accountancy 

and the food retail practitioners in section 5 .  7. 

The format in which the database would be made available to practitioners should 

consider all practitioner needs, and so be available in a variety of forms. 

Openshaw and Goddard ( 1987) warned that sophisticated information technology, 

as a data medium, can represent an obstacle to many practitioners. One way 

around this problem could be the establishment of access to the local economic 

indicator database on-line, from library terminals (Hunter et al, 1988). This would 

ensure fair access to all, regardless of their own ability to invest in software. 
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Another consideration is that some users might be confused by information 

technology; the survey revealed a large number of forecasting practitioners using 

very naive forecasting techniques. The needs of these practitioners could be met 

through paper copies of data, or ready-made leaflets. The survey showed that 

most of the forecasters use spreadsheets in their forecasting activities. 

Spreadsheets therefore represent the ideal common platform for the provision of 

local economic information from the database. Efforts could concentrate on the 

provision of data on floppy disks (with a charge to cover costs) . Charges for the 

database will be considered in more detail in section 6.6. 

6.4 The database indicators 

6.4.1 Indicators omitted from the database 

Wage rate data and LFS data are not included in the database. Wage rate data are 

not available at LAD level. The New Earnings Survey provides County level 

wage data, based on a one percent random sample of employees. The information 

i s  therefore available at too large a scale. In addition, wage rate data do not 

accurately reflect the economic well-being of an area. An overall 'average wage' 

figure ignores often dramatic disparities of income within an area (DoE, 1 990). 

LFS data was omitted as its sampling error, sampling variability and 'by proxy' 

data collection methods make it unreliable at local level (Hasluck, 1989; Wood, 

1 996). The public sector and consultancy practitioners were also found to be 

sceptical of the reliability ofLFS data at the local level. 

6.4.2 The indicators collected 

The table overpage lists the economic indicators collected for the feasibility study. 

It includes information on the source of each indicator. The actual figures for 
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each of the datasets on the table are located in Appendix 12 .  The majority of the 

indicators collected, for any LAD, can be accessed through local district or county 

councils, and NOMIS. 

Table 1 5 :  The local economic indicator time series collected 

Local Economic 
Indicator 
Unemployment 
claimant stocks. 
Available monthly from 
June 1 983 for Luton 
LAD. 

Vacancies summary 
analysis. 
Available monthly from 
September 1 985 for 
Luton Job Centre. 

Employees in 
employment 
Available previously in 
Census of Employment 
years, annually as of 
1 995 for Luton LAD. 

Planning Decisions 
(Officially titled 
'Planning Applications 
Allowed') .  
Available quarterly, 
Luton LAD. 

Planning Applications 
(Officially titled 
'Planning Applications 
Decided') .  
Available quarterly, 
Luton LAD. 

Building Regulation 
Applications. 
Available annually, 
Luton LAD. 

Source description 

=NOMIS (codes: data=USW8 1 ,  sex=all, LAD81o 1 ,  
date=683-396, item= l ) .  This set covered the months up 
to March 1 996 where a new system (with a slightly 
altered LAD boundary) replaced it, g1vmg the 
unemployment claimant stocks for April 1996 onwards. 
The data code for this set is USW9 1 ,  and it is available 
for the amended LAD code of LAD91 = 1 .  

NOMIS (codes: data=VSUM, ESJPT=8 1 ,  date=785-
1 296, item= l) .  This set include standard and self
employed vacancies notified to the job centre. It is 
common practice for practitioners to multiply this 
figure by three to compensate for its limited coverage 
of actual vacancies available (Green, 1 99 1 ,  and also the 
interview analysis, section 5 .5 .3). 

NOMIS code EC805, for which access is denied to 
those not carrying a Secretary of State's Notice from 
the ONS .  The total ' employees in employment' 
information is, however, in the public domain, and can 
be accessed via NO MIS personnel. 

Luton Borough Council (LBC) Planning Division, 
statutory quarterly returns to the DoE ("General 
Development Control Return PS2 (District)"). The 
researcher made her way through a large folder of 
quarterly returns dating back to 1 98 1 .  The request for 
access to the information was processed slowly; it was 
difficult to locate some of the files. 

LBC Planning Division, as above. 

LBC Planning Division. These represent the number of 
buildings actually under construction within the LAD 
boundary. 
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Table 1i5 : The local economic indicator time series collected (continued) 

Local Economic 
Indicator 
Housing Completions 
(local authority, 
housing association and 
private). 
Available annually, 
Luton LAD. 

Employment within 
London Luton Airport 
Annually, company's 
Luton base. 

The turnover of Lutoni's 
major companies: 

Britannia Airways 
Ltd 
IBC Vehicles Ltd 

Monarch Aircraft 
Engineering Ltd 
SKF (UK)iLtd 
United Biscuits 
(UK)iLtd 
Vauxhall Motors Ltd 

Whitbread PLC 

for all 7 companies: 
Annual accounts for the 
company's Luton base. 

Source description 

LBC Planning Division Publication: Housing and Land 
Availability. Each annual publication includes time 
series information for ten years. 

LBC Planning Division "Annual Monitoring Report in 
respect of London Luton Airport". As a major 
employer in Luton, the number employed by the airport 
affects the affects the economic well-being of some of 
the population. 
The major employers in Luton were identified by LBC 
Planning Division. Their accounts were then purchased 
on microfiche from Companies House : 

Britannia Airways Ltd (microfiche company no. 
00444359) 
IBC Vehicles Ltd (microfiche company no. 
0209 1272) 
Monarch Aircraft Engineering Ltd (microfiche 
company no . 00902230) 
SKF (UK) Ltd (microfiche company no. 00 1 07367) 
United Biscuits (UK) Ltd (microfiche company no. 
02506007) 
Vauxhall Motors Ltd (microfiche company no. 
00 13 5767) 
Whitbread PLC (microfiche company no. 
00029423) 

Their economic well-being, as major employers, was 
felt to influence the economic security of the town as 
an employee pool. 

Annual turnover figures for Luton' s major employers are included in the database, 

as is the number employed within the boundary of London Luton Airport (a 

cornerstone of Luton' s  economy - Bedfordshire Economic Development Group, 

1 995). These provide economic data specific to the case study area, incorporated 

to provide an element of local knowledge to the database. Other LADs across 

Britain will, similarly, have dominant companies. Their performance, in the form 

of annual turnover figures, can be included in the database as supplementary 
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information. Employment figures for ' cornerstone' industries also fall into this 

supplementary information category and would be a useful addition, if available. 

6.4.3 Data collected from NOMIS 

The researcher has an account with NOMIS and has access to their data via her 

employment and VAT. The codes used to access the appropriate data can be seen 

in the right hand column of Table 1 5 .  

Unemployment claimant stocks (displayed in Appendix 12.3) 

The researcher experienced some difficulty in using the unemployment figures 

due to a change in the code of the LAD boundary in 1 996. The boundary 

remained the same, but the data code and LAD code were altered and so another 

set was accessed. Other researchers accessing this data are advised to check with 

NOMIS whether the LAD boundary has been altered (in addition to the code) ; this 

would affect continuity. 

Job vacancies ( displayed in Appendix 12.3) 

The vacancy figures collected, if observed in the Appendix, will need to be 

multiplied by three to accurately reflect the total vacancies (Green, 1 991). Many 

vacancies arise that are not advertised through job centres and the '3x' 

multiplication is the traditional technique to increase accuracy. A further problem 

is that vacancy data are collected from Luton's Job Centre, and the information 

boundary is mismatched with that of Luton's  LAD boundary. 

Employees in employment ( displayed in Appendix 12. 1)  

Accessing the Census of Employment data was difficult. The figure for the total 

number of employees in employment can no longer be accessed in NOMIS 

without a Secretary of State's notice. The ONS representative contacted at 
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Runcorn revealed that previously NOMIS had held both a public domain dataset 

and a private domain dataset (for more detailed information) for the Census of 

Employment. The data used here would have been public access. However, 

under the new system it was not accessible without the Secretary of State' s  

Notice. A NOMIS representative on the NOMIS telephone helpline revealed that 

the coding on the actual dataset required (employees in employment) was still 

officially ' public access' . He therefore released the information. However, the 

researcher would not have been able to get at the 'public access' information 

without the help of a NO MIS official . 

The researcher contacted the Runcorn office of the ONS (which processes the 

Annual Employment Survey) to enquire how accessible the Census of 

Employment is without access to NOMIS. The representative explained that 

Census ' employees in employment' figures at LAD level were, for a time, 

available from Regional Trends. However, this publication now uses LFS data 

instead. The other source of ' employees in employment' was the Census of 

Employment' s three-volume publication. Theoretically, this could be accessed 

through a good reference library. However, the representative revealed that sales 

were extremely low, and few libraries would hold the publication. He added that 

very few ordinary people would be aware of it. There appears to be, therefore, a 

major problem with awareness and the dissemination of Census of Employment 

information. 

The employees in employment figure excludes: 

• figures from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries; 

• the self-employed; 

• members of the armed forces; 

• those in domestic service; 

• diplomatic representation 

(Sutherland and Nelson, 1 995b). 
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Threshold change in VAT registrations ( displayed in Appendix 12. 1) 

The VAT data accessed from NOMIS earlier in the research was rendered 

unusable in time series format due to a threshold revision. The 1991  Budget 

increased the VAT threshold from £25,400 to £35 ,000; thus reducing the number 

of registrations and decreasing the number of de-registrations in 1 99 1  (Sutherland 

and Nelson, 1 995b) . It also rendered the data for 1 992 onwards incompatible with 

previous years. Nonetheless, NOMIS recommends estimates of net change in 

VAT as "broadly compatible" (Sutherland and Nelson, 1 995b); these have been 

included in Table 1 5 . The series can be viewed in Appendix 12. 1 .  

6.4.4 Data collected from Luton Borough Council 

Luton Borough Council ' s  Planning Division was able to supply the researcher 

with a large amount of local economic data. 

Unemployment and vacancies - updating 

Monthly updates for unemployment and job vacancy stocks are available from 

Luton Borough Council ' s  Planning Division as well as NOMIS. The Division 

issues a monthly leaflet providing the latest figures, entitled 'Unemployment and 

Vacancies ' .  This booklet makes the data updating process very manageable. 

Planning applications and planning decisions ( displayed in Appendix 12.3) 

Planning applications and planning decisions were collected from the Planning 

Division. These are regarded as leading indicators of investment (DoE, 1 990 -

their application as indicators is discussed in section 3 .2) . Initially the researcher 

was given annual data for these indicators. However, on questioning their 

derivation, it became clear that the annual figure was compiled from quarterly 

returns and so the indicators were requested on a quarterly basis. There was a 

time lag of three weeks during which the appropriate files of the DoE were 

accessed. 
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--

The files contained forms entitled "General Development Control Return PS2 

(District)". The forms were not summarised; the re�earcher made her way through 

each to identify the correct forms for the appropriate quarter. In these forms 

planning applications were inaccurately described as 'planning applications 

accepted' , and planning decisions as 'planning applications granted' . Having 

summarised the information (Appendix 12.3), and having obtained a realistic 

understanding of the verbal peculiarities mentioned above, it would be 

straightforward to update the series from the Planning Division of Luton Borough 

Council as each fresh quarterly return is made. 

Building Regulations (displayed in Appendix 12.o1) 

The level of Building Regulations applications is not mentioned in the literature as 

Welsh Office, 1995) and are necessary for all new buildings and all except the 

very smallest changes to existing premises. They therefore represent imminent 

investment. 

Building Regulations applications are made either to a local authority Building 

Control Officer or to an Approved Inspector from the private sector (Luton 

Borough Council estimate that the vast majority of applications are processed by 

the former). 

Building Regulation applications can be regarded as a coincident indicator of 

investment as they are made just prior to construction. Planning applications ( as a 

leading indicator) represent only the intention to expand or build a property. Even 

an indicator of local economic activity. It is, however, regarded by the researcher 

as a proxy indicator for investment. The applications are filed prior to the 

commencement of construction ( or just as construction is underway). They "are 

legal requirements aimed at achieving acceptable standards of building work for 

the construction of domestic, commercial and industrial buildings" (DoE and the 

planning decisions are granted with no guarantee that construction will be 

underway within the five years for which the permission is valid. The Building 
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Regulation applications can therefore be used m conjunction with planning 

applications and decisions. 

Housing completions (displayed in Appendix 12. 1) 

Annual housing completion figures are available from the Planning Division in a 

publication titled 'Housing and Land Availability' .  Completion figures are 

disaggregated into those constructed by three groups: local authorities, housing 

associations and private developers. The data represents the level of general 

investment going into an area (DoE, 1 990). The figures also indicate activity in 

the construction sector and (in the case of private developers) indicate a 

confidence that the market is strong enough for housing purchases to occur. 

Local land searches (displayed in Appendix 12. 1) 

Local land searches were not mentioned in the literature as an indicator of 

economic activity. Nonetheless, they indicate that members of the population are 

ready to invest in property. Local land searches take place when the occupant or 

potential occupant wants to buy a property or raise money against it. Solicitors 

advise the occupant to undertake a local land search, a service provided by their 

local authority for a fee. The local authority provides a report that includes 

development plan policies and anything else that might affect the site, for example 

its planning application history, whether it is a listed building, or whether a road is 

scheduled nearby. 

As with Building Regulations, the local authority is not the only organisation to 

provide this service, but it considers itself the major provider of search services in 

Luton. The annual figures were collected from the Local Land Charges Officer at 

Luton Borough Council, but he added that the figures were collected on a monthly 

basis and then totalled. Though he did not retain the monthly records, the 

information could be made available monthly for such a database in the future. 

The Land Charges Officer pointed out the impact of the Governmenf s 'Right to 
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Buy' policy of the 1 980 Housing Act. This had increased the number of local 

land searches. The restrictions on Right to Buy lessened in 1 985 and discount 

repayments were offered. The impact of these last two measures led to a further 

increase in the number of people purchasing their properties and paying for local 

land searches. An additional policy influence was that couples received double 

tax relief on their house purchase prior to August 1 988.  The Government then 

changed the policy to single tax relief; those people considering house purchase 

rushed hurried to complete in the 1 986-88 period. The local land charges 

therefore peaked in 1 988  ( 1 5,554 searches), and then fell dramatically in 1 989 (to 

9 ,809). 

Employment within the London Luton Airport Boundary (displayed in Appendix 

12. 2)  

London Luton Airport i s  described by Luton Borough Council as "undoubtedly 

one of the cornerstones of the local economy" in their 'Fact file' on Luton (1 995). 

-

transferable to other local economy units. It is, however, a pointer to the need to 

seek - and include - analogous concentrations of employment in LEI data 

collected for other areas. 

6.4.5 Companies House - Turnover of key Luton employers 

The researcher requested a list from the Planning Division of Luton' s 'top' ten 

employers. Of those on the list, seven were companies whose accounts could be 

accessed through the search room in Companies House, City Road, London. The 

researcher purchased microfiche data for each company. 

The process of scanning through microfiche for the appropriate annual turnover 

figure was extremely time-consuming. However, once established, the series are 

Annual employment figures were provided by Luton Borough Council. The 

information is a useful (if Luton-specific) addition to the database, given its role in 

the local economy. The Airport itself is not a phenomenon which is directly 
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far easier to update. Updates could be accessed through: 

• Companies House (in the search room, or by post or fax); 

• the companies themselves; 

• the companies' accounts publications (held in libraries or by the companies); 

• on-line services such as Dun & Bradstreet and the FAME database (Financial 

Analysis Made Easy). 

Rather than purchasing microfiche, company accounts can be accessed online via 

the 'Companies House Direct' service. This service is available from Companies 

House in Cardiff. The ' sign on' fee is £50, and the monthly subscription is £7.50 

per account. 
-

This route is certainly easier than sifting through microfiche in the 

search room, and provides basic company details. However, setting up an on-line 

account is time consuming and expensive for this one purpose. It is a viable 

source if researchers have access to a co-operating organisation's on-line service. 

One problem encountered with the accounts was an unusual turnover figure for 

Monarch Airways in the years 1991 and 1992. 1991 gave the same turnover 

figure as 1990, and then the 1992 turnover figure was disproportionately large. 

Closer investigation of the microfiche text revealed the 1992 figure to represent 

seventeen months as opposed to the usual twelve month figure. Users should 

therefore be aware of occasional ambiguities in the time period covered by 

'annual' turnover data. 

Companies' turnover was felt to be a local economic indicator due to the 

importance of such major employers at small economic scales. Their well-being 

is likely to bode well for their employees; economic difficulties might well result 

in redundancies or even withdrawal from an area or bankruptcy. By tracking the 

annual turnover of key local companies it is possible that practitioners will be able 

to predict possible problems or labour market opportunities more effectively. 

(The turnover of Luton's major employers can be found in Appendix 12.2). 
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To recap the previous section, the main problems encountered in the collection of 

6.5 Data collection problems that arose 

the database indicators were: 

• changes (over time) in the settings of thresholds or other parameters against 

which data had been recorded. This was encountered with local land charges, 

unemployment figures, and VAT data (6.5 . 1 ); 

• difficulty in accessing ' employee in employment' figures because of a 'false' 

confidentiality restriction (6 .5 .2) 

• confusion with Company House Data (6.5.3) . 

In addition, the researcher experienced difficulties when updating an established 

set on new car registrations (section 6.5 .4), and when accessing information from 

the privatised utilities (section 6 .5 .5) . 

6.5.1 Fluctuations in data sets 

The Beds County Council practitioners had mentioned that the vulnerability of the 

local economy to external influences rendered difficult the effective use of local 

economic indicators (section 5 .5 .2). The researcher found this to be very much 

the case with the local land searches data (6 .4.4), due to the influence of 

government policies. 

The practitioner from Consultancy One had experienced problems in the 

collection of local economic statistics due to changing boundaries (section 5.6. 1 ) . 

The researcher also experienced difficulty with a change in boundary name of 

Luton in NOMIS for the unemployment data set. This change was checked, and 

found to be in name alone but NOMIS texts emphasise that some LADs have had 

their coverage altered. Definitions of local economic space are less rigid than the 

more established regional boundaries. This leads to uncertainty in allocating data 
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to small areas. This deficiency is one of the arguments for the top-down approach 

to monitoring and forecasting the local economy (Green, 1 993). 

Information about VAT threshold change emerged in the interviews of the Beds 

County Council (5 .5 .2) and Consultancy Three (5 .6.3) .  They specifically referred 

to the 1 992 threshold change following the 1 99 1  budget increase of the VAT 

threshold from £25,400 to £35,000. The literature had mentioned problems with 

VAT, but these concerned omissions as a result of the threshold level (DoE, 1 990; 

Healey, 1 99 1  b ), not threshold change itself. 

6.5.2 The 'false confidentiality' issue 

The researcher experienced the false confidentiality problem in her attempt to 

collect 'employees in employment' figures from the NOMIS database. Two of the 

private sector practitioners had also found problems in accessing public domain 

information (sections 5 .7 .3 and 5 .7 .4) . They were passed from phone to phone 

and both felt as though the civil servants were being protective and evasive in 

guarding their local economic information. 

This problem was highlighted in the literature by Openshaw and Goddard (1987) 

who refer to the "proprietary nature" of many information sources. More broadly, 

Openshaw and Goddard blame the strict, "Victorian" adherence of government 

departments to confidentiality for this problem. They refer to this as the 

Government's "archaic" restriction to narrowly defined statutory requirements 

(1987, in section 3 .3 .4) . 

The development of standard criteria for a local economic database would 

necessarily involve sorting local economic indicators into 'public' and 'private 

domain' categories in its preparation. This formal process should go some way 

towards removing ambiguities in this area, as it constitutes a crucial part of the 

databases' functioning. Additionally, the establishment of an LAD level 
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economic indicator database would emphasise that the provision of such 

information is a service. Thus it might dispel the civil servants' "proprietary 

nature" over the information that was noted by Openshaw and Goddard (1987) 

and experienced by the practitioners. 

6.5.3 Companies House information 

Difficulties in the use and interpretation of Companies House data did not emerge 

in any form in the literature. However, the practitioner from Consultancy One 

had a negative perception of the usability of Companies House data. He referred 

to Companies House as "a vast information source which is not really accessible" 

(section 5.6 . 4) . 

The researcher encountered difficulties in collecting information. 

data was slow to arrive, and was not in a user-friendly format. Turnover figures 

The microfiche 

within company accounts were difficult to locate, and were not in a consistent 

location on each microfiche. The collection process was therefore extremely time 

consuming, tending to verify comments by Openshaw and Goddard that the 

diversion of manpower was an obstacle to the construction of a local economic 

database (1987). Most researchers or practitioners would not have access to the 

on-line service for Companies House. This vast information resource is inevitably 

under-used because of these obstacles. 

The problem with inconsistency in the Monarch Airlines turnover figures (section 

6.4.5) is likely to be a company-specific issue as it did not apply to the other 

accounts. The finding does, however, illustrate the practitioner's recurring 

emphasis on understanding local economic indicators that emerged in this 

dissertation. 
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6.5.4 New car registrations 

The researcher attempted to collect figures on the number of new car registrations 

in Luton. This would indicate the population' s willingness to purchase 'big 

ticket' items. The researcher contacted the Statistics Division of the Department 

of Transport (DoT) and obtained new car registration statistics at postcode sector 

level. The Office for Population, Censuses and Surveys provided the 'LU' 

postcodes that matched the LAD boundary of Luton. LUI ,  2, 3 and 4 were found 

to be the most appropriate, and data were requested for these. The data collected 

is illustrated in Table 1 6  below. 

Table 1 6 : New car registrations for Luton 

Year Number of new car registrations 

1 982 4,886 

1 983 5,599 

1 984 6,009 

1 985 5,743 

1 986 12,i459 

1 987 1 0,i357 

1 988 1 2,223 

1 989  8 , i2 12  

1 990 6,i907 

1 99 1  5 ,604 

1 992 5 ,299 

Some caution is necessary as to the reliability of this type of tabulation in an area 

which, like Luton, contains a major car factory. A high proportion of registrations 

in the area is of company car sales, at a discount or under an advantageous 

management-hire scheme, to employees (management-hire registrations are in the 

employee's name). The basis for the latter had been changed in 1 994, and was 
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subject to further revision. Even the former, though less volatile, can cause 

variations in sales which are initiated by changes in the retailer margin. These 

cause a 'knock-on' change in employee discount; they occur frequently, but not 

regularly. Vehicle purchase in this area, therefore, is not comparable with that of 

other areas and requires great care and considerable local knowledge if gaffes in 

interpretation are to be avoided. 

coverage: 

- LUI :  for which Luton accounted for 835 ofthe 997 records; 

- LU2: for which Luton accounted for 900 of the 1 ,0 1 3  records; 

- LU3 : for which Luton accounted for 809 of the 850 records; 

- LU4: for which Luton accounted for 707 of the 740 records. 

The mismatch was not, however, felt to be sufficiently damaging to impair 

seriously the value of the data. 

When the researcher came to update the data set for new car registrations, her 

previous contact no longer worked for the DoT. The new contact explained that 

the Do T did not hold new car registration data at LAD level. Following a 

correspondence with the contact, the researcher established that, due to 

restructuring, many of the old records had been disposed of. This included the old 

systems that had produced the researcher's original output. He recommended the 

DVLA as a possible source, but these did not hold the figures below county level. 

New car registrations figures were therefore not included in the database as the 

data could not be updated. 

6.5.5 Data from the privatised industries 

The researcher attempted to collect the following figures: 

• the sale of season tickets to Luton-based commuters from Thameslink; 

The DVLA data came in a raw output format for postcodes LUl to LU7. The data 

for LU I ,  2, 3 and 4 covered the Luton area, but there was a slight mismatch in 
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Connections and disconnections of telephones, gas and electricity 

BT' s Education Liaison Department did not respond to the researcher' s written 
request for information. The researcher contacted them by telephone and was 
referred onto Luton' s regional BT branch in Cambridge. The regional office only 

• telephone connections and disconnections from British Telecom (BT) ;  
• gas and electricity connections and disconnections from Eastern Electricity 

and British Gas (Eastern). 

Customer Services at Thameslink were contacted for the commuter figures in 
October 1994. The researcher was then passed on to a Marketing Section contact. 
He requested full details of the research, with letter-headed confirmation from the 
University and Luton Borough Council as the collaborating institution. These 
details were sent. Thameslink then did not respond, despite repeated phone 
messages left on the contact' s voice mail over December, January and February. 

In March 1995 the researcher phoned the general Marketing Section and made 
another contact who revealed that her first contact had left. The new contact then 
explained that the information required was confidential given the competitive 
nature of their operations. 

held regional data, and, although this was constructed from local areas, the 
researcher was not allowed access to the raw data. At the time that the researcher 
first searched for this data, ' cable' television and telephone connections had barely 
made an impact on the UK. Since that time, however, swapping BT lines for 
cable lines has become commonplace. As a result, a disconnections dataset would 
no longer indicate the financial status of an area. Such developments have greatly 
reduced the value that these figures would have brought to the database. 

Eastern Electricity and British Gas (Eastern) could only provide the researcher 
with regional data. The Eastern Electricity contact added that the increase in the 
installation of domestic electricity meters would have led to false fluctuations in 
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It would be accessible by the public, but primarily targeted at 

the connections/disconnections figures. The meters prevent disconnections, but 

umecorded disconnections still occur when customers fail to pay into their meters. 

The problems experienced by the researcher with these companies reinforce 

Healey' s (1 99 1 a) concerns that privatisation will restrict the number of local 

economic statistics available. Furthermore, the problems with unreliable 

fluctuations in datasets re-emphasise the need to understand local economic 

indicators . Many practitioners highlighted this need in Chapter Five. 

6.5.6 Summary of the difficulties in data collection 

Worrall had expressed surprise that local government had not developed an 

information system to support their economic activities (1989). For the 

researcher, the difficulties encountered in collecting local economic indicators for 

a proposed database has led to a deeper understanding of the demanding nature of 

the task. It is an immense task to construct one from ' scratch' . This attempt at a 

local economic database was inexpensive to construct. It was, however, time

consuming to collect and endeavour to understand the indicators used. It also 

required the researcher to gain experience in the use of NO MIS, and continually 

pursue local government officers for their co-operation. The result has been a 

suggested blueprint for what might be included in a local economic indicator 

database. 

6.6 'Selling' the database 

The database would serve as an internal support system for local government 

agencies. It would also have a broader function as a "community service" (Hunter 

et al, 1 988). 

businesses in the community whose operations are affected by local economic 

activity. In considering charges for access to such a database, the consensus in the 
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literature was that charges be kept as low as possible. In this way, access to the 

database, and the perceived benefits of access, would not be determined by ability 

to pay (Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1 99 1b; Hepworth, 1992; Hunter et al, 1 988; Openshaw and 

Goddard, 1 987). 

Healey ( 199 1 a) emphasised that the tax-paying public pays for the collection of 

economic statistics. The public also pays the wages of those collecting and 

organising the indicators (if the theoretical database were to be managed by a local 

authority) . There is therefore a moral obligation to provide a cheap information 

service, as the community has, effectively, already paid for the information. 

Section 3 . 5  of this dissertation discussed the involvement of economic 

consultancies in providing economic information services at the local level 

(Danson et al, 1 995 ; Healey, 1 99 1 a; 1 99 1b; Hepworth, 1 992; Openshaw and 

Goddard, 1 987). These 'add value' to economic information from the public 

sector as a commercial exercise. They do this by producing advanced datasets, 

local economy reports and local economic forecasts. The products of these 

consultancies are expensive (practitioner interviews in Chapter Five; Healey, 

1 99 1  b ). Furthermore, they are not particularly accurate, given that the analyses 

are conducted as top-down approaches (section 2 .5 . 1 ). Some consultancy 

practitioners in this research confessed that they did not feel this approach suited 

local level economic work (section 5 .6.7). 

Given these considerations, it would therefore seem a sensible proposition that 

local authorities 

effective packaging of local economic data. 

enter into the market for bottom-up local economic analysis. In 

this way they would accrue the value added that can be gained from the more 

The provis10n of these more sophisticated services need not be too time

consuming. The data would have already been processed to some extent, and 

local authorities will have the expertise and software to hand from their own 
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Figure 27: A forecast of planning decisions (exponential smoothing: Bolt' s 

method) 
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[There was a two-part trend in the planning decisions time series and so this forecast only considered the 

latter half of the historical data from July 1 990. The Holt's method is more short-term in nature than the 

regression line (six months ahead) as it plays heavy emphasis on the most recent data] . 

From the local economic indicator needs that have emerged in this dissertation' s 

analysis, the potential market for these additional economic services is likely to 

be: 

• local businesses 

their decision-making; 

that perceive a need for more local economic information in 

• 'partners' in local economic development (charges here could depend on the 

extent of partner investment in the database and its services); 
• consultancies conducting their own LAD level economic research. 

The charges levied for the more sophisticated services should result in a profit that 

will subsidise the basic information service. This would ensure that the access to 

basis local economic information should not be restricted by ability to pay. 

Any additional profits made by the more sophisticated economic information 

- 215 -



services could be directed towards further research into the creation of improved 

local economic intelligence. 

6. 7 Conclusions 

This chapter examined the feasibility of establishing a database of local economic 

indicators. It was a response to the need for local economic information that 

economic indicators and their historical series. The principal sources were 

NOMIS, Luton Borough Council and Companies House. The researcher 

encountered problems with the collection of the indicators that had been 

highlighted m the literature and shared by practitioners. These included 

fluctuations in the time series, changes in indicator methodologies, user

unfriendly material, problems of confidentiality, and delayed responses. The 

process of collecting the indicators was extremely time-consuming. This verifies 

Openshaw' s and Goddard' s view that the diversion of manpower is one of the 

major obstacles in the creation of an organised system of local economic 

indicators (1987). 

This chapter's recommendations for housing the database ( at one specific location 

within a local authority) followed the academic outline in sections 3 .6 .2, 3 .6.3 and 

3 .6.4. The survey and interview findings had emphasised the importance of 

awareness and availability of local economic data. It was therefore recommended 

that the database be publicised, and that its information channels be as 

straightforward as possible. 

The chapter finally suggested additional database services such as forecasts of the 

indicators and a publication ('Luton Trends'). These more sophisticated products 

emerges in the preceding chapters in this research. 

The approach decided upon was to collect mainly annual, public domain local 
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could be sold to users. The basic indicator infonnation could then be subsidised 

by these 'value-added' services, available free or at a minimum charge. 

The feasibility study has put forward some suggestions towards the establishment 

of a standard, local economic indicator database that could be used for any LAD 

across the country. With the exception of the Luton-specific company data, the 

indicators collected here would form a sound basis for such a database. The 

details given on the collection of the indicators should enable another researcher 

to establish a similar database for another area. 
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7 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

As outlined in Chapter One, the aim of this thesis is to explore and identify the 

nature and extent of local economic indicator use.  Chapter Two provided an 

overview of the need for local economic information. Chapter Three revealed that 

current local economic data provision is not sufficiently well organised to meet 

this demand. 

Chapter Four provided a broad examination of the use of (and need for) local 

economic indicators in the specific application of forecasting. Chapter Five 

provided a detailed study of their collection and use in a variety of working 

environments. Chapter Six summarised the thesis findings, and used them to steer 

one approach to establishing a local economic indicator database. Issues of 

maintaining and disseminating the database information were also considered. 

The survey, interviews and feasibility study represented three different 

methodological approaches to the examination of the research phenomenon. 

Unique empirical evidence was provided to illustrate the need for local economic 

indicators. The interview analysis presented practitioners' experiences of their 

collection and use. The feasibility study adopted an heuristic approach to 

investigate indicator accessibility, and to the feasibility of establishing a database. 

7.1 The contribution of the thesis to regional science 

The thesis has made an original contribution to knowledge in this area of regional 

science. It has done so with three main strands of research. Firstly, the survey has 

produced evidence of the use of, and need for, local economic indicators in public 

sector and business forecasting. 

Secondly, interview analysis has detailed the applications of local economic 
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indicators in a variety of working environments. The analysis has revealed an 

increased need for local economic information in the public and private sectors in 

recent years. More generally, the interview analysis has contributed towards a 

greater understanding of the issues of local economic indicator provision and use. 

The analysis has led to the conclusion that a more organised system of collection 

and dissemination is desirable. 

Thirdly, the research has, through a feasibility study, established a criterion for the 

development of a local economic indicator database. The indicators used for the 

case study are transferable to any other LAD in Great Britain. 

economic indicators. 

Suggestions for the 

management of the database and possible database applications were also put 

forward. The study represents the first attempt at designing a standard system for 

the collection and dissemination of local 

7.1 .1  The use of, and need for, local economic indicators in forecasting 

The application of local economic indicators in forecasting emerges repeatedly in 

the literature, in respect to both public and private sector organisations. No 

empirical evidence is available to support these assertions. This led to the survey 

of local economic indicator use in forecasting, which is analysed in Chapter Four. 

The survey is the first to investigate this phenomenon. 

Analysis revealed that ten percent of Bedfordshire 's  forecasting organisations 

were estimated to use local inputs in forecasts (and of the local inputs, 85 percent 

were local economic indicators).  These came from the public and private sectors, 

across a variety of organisational size bands. Three percent of those using local 

inputs specified that they wanted to use more local economic information. A 

further 1n9 percent of the forecasting population wanted to use local economic 

information in their forecasts, but were not currently using any. Of these 

organisations, an estimated 1 46 were from the public sector, and 637 were from 

the private sector. 
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Furthermore, organisations that were not 
l economic indicators, but wished to, 

performed badly. 

, and to the general forecasting 

are NOMIS, Regional Trends, and the ONS direct. 

The survey had therefore identified an information gap that was particularly felt 
by private sector organisations. 
currently using loca felt that their forecasts 

This group viewed their forecasts as the least accurate' 
compared to the group already using inputs
population. This finding emphasises the imp ortance of closing the information 
gap. 

Analysis revealed little difference between the forecasting procedures of local 

input users and those that wanted to use local economic information. Local 

economic information, if it were provided, could - without difficulty - be 

incorporated into the forecasting processes of those wanting it. It was surmised, 

therefore, that the ' gap' was caused by problems related to the supply/availability 

of the information. There is a need for greater organisation in the collection and 

dissemination of local economic indicators to meet this need. The researcher 

concluded that the construction of a local economic database to meet these local 

economic information needs was desirable. 

7.1 .2 The applications of local economic indicators in the workplace 

Practitioners using local economic indicators were interviewed. The investigation 

focused on their use of local economic indicators in the working environment, and 

on their experiences of indicator provision. 

Public sector and consultancy practitioners were found to be experienced users of 

local economic indicatorsr; they collect them the same key sources. The main 

local economic indicators are employment, unemployment, VAT registrations and 

de-registrations, housing start figures and LFS data. The principal data sources 

Private sector practitioners 

(excluding the consultancies) appear less experienced as collectors of local 
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also noted an increase in the private sector's demand for local level economic 

analysis. This work is mainly comprised of analyses for market sizing in 

catchment areas. General local 

economic indicators. They adopt an ad hoe approach, conducting their own wage 

rate research, and they use TECs, local authorities' planning divisions and Central 

Government departments as their sources. The practitioners' opinions as to the 

characteristics of successful local economic indicators steered the development of 

the local economic database. 

The public sector use local economic indicators to guide planning activities, to 

evaluate policy, to justify fund bids and to provide businesses with local 

information. Their demand for local economic indicators had increased in recent 

years, due mainly to: 

• the establishment of the TECs (with their larger resource budgets); 

• the introduction of the SRB (resulting in competition for funds between 

localities). 

The consultancies recognised this increase in demand for local economic analysis, 

and tailored their services to LAD level to capture this market. 

Three of the consultancies have a purely public sector client base, and three had a 

fifty/fifty public and private sector client mix. Those with a mixed client base had 

economic analysis is also undertaken for 

businesses that are relocating or restructuring. The consultancies did not identify 

any main influences on this increased demand, beyond an increased workload 

from the newly privatised industries. 

Two of the four private sector practitioners use only one or two local economic 

indicators to inform human resource management decisions. The other two 

businesses confirmed that they are experiencing an increased need for local 

economic information. 

The accountancy firm interviewee needs more local economic information to feed 
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his firm' s expansion into alternative areas of financial services. He feels that local 

economic knowledge gives his firm the edge in competing for clients. It enhances 

his firm' s ability to provide a service that matches the catchment area. The 

unusual shape of his firm' s  catchment area means that information on a variety of 

LADs is needed to 'build-up' the appropriate economic picture. 

The practitioner from the food-retailing organisation has felt an increased need for 

local economic information in the last few years. This is due to greater planning 

restrictions which decelerate expansion into new sites .  The finn concentrates 

instead upon competing more effectively for a greater market share in existing 

locations. Local economic indicators enable him to monitor economic conditions 

in the local economies of a store, and to alter the stock and physical 

layout/structure accordingly. 

The interviews therefore identify an increased need for local 

information in both the private and public sectors. Practitioners are experiencing 

economic 

difficulties in trying to meet this need. The accountancy and food retail 

practitioners were passed from officer to officer by local authorities and Central 

Government, who, in addition, were sometimes possessive over their local 

economic indicators. The issue of access to local economic indicators also 

emerges in the public sector. The TEC practitioner is concerned that businesses 

do not know whom to contact for local economic information. Furthermore, there 

is duplication in the public sector, with agencies individually pursuing the same 

information. A problem was also identified with the dissemination of agency

specific economic indicators. Agencies collecting the more unusual local 

economic indicators tend to keep them to themselves, rather than make them 

available to other users. 

These problems were felt to indicate the need for a more organised approach to 

local economic indicator collection in the public sector, and to the provision of 

local economic information as a service to businesses. 
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7.1.3 The local economic indicator database 

The survey and interview analysis identified a need for: 

1 .  accessible local economic indicators for businesses; 

2. improvement in the organisation of local economic indicators within the 

public sector. 

A standardised local economic indicator database for all LADs would be one way 

of meeting these needs. This solution is suggested in the literature, but criteria for 

such a database have not been proposed. This thesis therefore explored design 

criteria for a local economic database, and applied the study to Luton. The 

economic indicators selected in the database were steered by dissertation' s  

research findings. These provided guidance on the indicators currently used, 

criteria for the best local economic indicators, and the uses of the indicators 

collected. 

The resulting database in Chapter Six was not intended as a 'definitive solution' to 

the practitioner needs identified in the thesis. 

direction towards organising a system of 

Instead, it outlines one proposed 

local economic indicators for 

practitioners. The resulting criterion lists the indicators and identifies their 

sources. The database can therefore be regarded as a 'blueprint' . The 

methodology can be transferred to any other LAD in Great Britain, and its data 

reproduced. 

The database design also incorporated management considerations. It was 

proposed that the database be managed by a local authority ( as opposed to any 

other local agency). Employees within the local authority would be familiar with 

local economic statistics ;  the location would ensure that the database would be 

managed as a public sector service. Additionally, its location in one building 

should reduce confusion in access by providing businesses with one line of 
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local economic database. 

inquiry. 

It was suggested that additional services could be provided using the database. 

Examples were given of the sale of an annual local economic report and a 

forecasting service. These could earn valuable revenue for local authorities. It 

of the 'added value' in the same way as 

consultancies currently generate earnings. Access to the basic database would, 

nonetheless, be free or at minimum charge to avoid the dictation of access by 

' ability to pay' . 

7.1 .4 Conclusions 

This Chapter has summarised the original contributions of this thesis to the area of 

regional science. The research has generated empirical evidence to contribute to 

knowledge on the need for local economic indicators, and issues of their provision 

and use. It substantiates the assertions in the literature that local econ0In1c 

information is needed by private and public sector organisations. 

The survey, the first of its kind, provides evidence of a local economic 

information gap in the provision of local economic information destined for 

application in forecasts. The interviews provide an insight into the employment of 

local economic indicators in the working environment. In particular, the interview 

analysis has been revelatory in its detailing of the activities of economic 

consultancy organisations. 

whose familiarity with local economic indicators make them 'experts' 

Hitherto, little had been written about this group 

in the field, 

as both users and 'sellers' of local economic information. The feasibility study of 

Chapter Six undertook the first attempt to set out criteria for the establishment of a 

The database management considerations reflected the 

aim of addressing the local economic information gap in discussions of housing, 

accessing and selling the database. 
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The thesis has, to an extent, come full circle. The investigations into the need for 

local economic indicators, and issues of provision and use, have led to proposals 

of a database to meet the identified needs. Ideally, the research would now take 

the suggestions for the database and develop them further. The next section, 

'Future Work' , considers future research that might now be undertaken, building 

on the findings of this thesis. 

7.2 Future work 

This study, as a doctoral thesis, was restricted temporally and financially. 

Decisions were made on the most efficient ways to tackle the issues for 

exploration emerging out of the research. It appeared most suitable to conduct a 

survey to explore the reality of local economic indicator use in forecasting, as this 

was a much-stated (but unproved) phenomenon. 

with 

The structured methodology of 

more local 

the survey was suitable for the subject area, restricted as it was to one specific 

application of local economic indicators. However, future work could entail more 

detailed interviews those forecasters wanting economic 

information. This would reveal the existing obstacles to their use of local 

economic information, and would prove an interesting addition to this thesis' 

findings. 

Additional research with private sector practitioners usmg local economic 

In this thesis four private sector practitioners were 

sector usage were assessed through the 

indicators is recommended. 

interviewed, and trends in public 

consultancy interviews. Additional interviews would build on the existing 

research findings and strengthen them. Identification of the private sector 

practitioners using local economic indicators is difficult. The best way of 

achieving this might be to adopt the approach of the thesis by issuing a survey to 

locate the practitioners. A more general, very short questionnaire would be better 

suited to the purpose of simply identifying the practitioners. 
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The survey could include an inducement for practitioners to agree to interviews, 

although this is likely to require greater resources than were available for this 

study. A two-stage inducement might secure more co-operation. For example, a 

summary of the findings could be offered for organisations completing the survey, 

and a free lunch/travel expenses/small gift for those that agree to be interviewed. 

Their time is, effectively, money. Certainly this thesis has illustrated the need to 

strongly encourage private sector respondents to agree to an interview. 

Further research to 

is also recommended. 

criteria set out here. 

establish 

This would establish the transferability of the ' standard' 

Further research, however, should verify whether the 

a local economic indicator database for another area 

procedures followed here could be applied to another LAD. 

In this research, practitioner needs for, and perceptions of, local economic 

indicators steered considerations for the development of the database. 

Practitioners '  perceptions may well differ for other LADs across the country. 

Future work should consider this, especially if the intention is to actually establish 

a local economic database as an information service. Another LAD is likely to 

have a different industrial structure, and to contain practitioners with possibly very 

different outlooks and needs. It is therefore recommended that any development 

of a local economic database as an information service should be accompanied by 

research into practitioners' experiences and needs in that specific area. While the 

database methodology of this research is transferable, its component indicators 

might not all be of interest to practitioners from another district. 

Forecasting 

influenced by changing technologies and agendas. The organisational structure of 

needs and practice will also vary over time. Practice will be 

the local economy will vary with closures, with relocations and with the 

establishment of new firms. It is therefore recommended that surveys and 

interviews exploring practitioners' needs should be repeated over time to maintain 
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congruence with organisational changes. 

Future surveys in areas that are definitely constructing a local economic database 

as an information service could include questions in their survey relating 

specifically to the database. This might raise interest in the survey because of its 

relevance to the practitioner. Secondly, this move would raise practitioners' 

awareness of the imminent establishment of the database. It would be an effective 

way to publicise a much needed information resource. 

A final recommendation for future research is regular assessment of the economic 

indicators available at LAD level. This would inform any future endeavours to 

establish a database of any new indicators available and any redundant series . 

The potential for the contribution of research in this relatively under-studied area 

is enormous. The relevance of local economic indicators to practitioners at this 

current time creates a unique opportunity for researchers to bridge the 'academic

practitioner gap ' .  

- 227 -



APPENDICES 

- 228 -



AN OUTLINE OF THE LOCAL ECONOMIC APPENDIX ! 
RESEARCH FORUM (LERF) 

LERF was established on the 5 June 1 996. It exists to: 

• identify opportunities for collaborative research to make it more affordable, 
increase overall capacity and add value; 

application for 

identify best practice and improve competence in economic research. 
( amended terms of reference from meeting held on the 1 1  July 1996). 

• assist the dissemination and understanding of the findings of economic 
research; 

• improve the linkage between economic research and policy making and its 
practical example in support of economic development 
strategies; 

• 

Its membership is drawn as widely as possible from bodies with a role in the 
commissioning or collecting of economic and social research. These include all 
colleges, universities, local authorities, TECs, Chambers of Commerce, and 
Business Links. The persons from the membership organisations that attend the 
LERF are, ideally, those that have the widest knowledge of the research effort 
within their organisations. 

The LERF is an informal group that provides an opportunity for the exchange of 
information about research intentions and research held by its members. This 
enables the mutual identification of areas where collaboration might be possible 
on specific projects .  It also functions as a dissemination mechanism for the 
various separate information held. The emphasis on collaborative research and 
information dissemination emphasises the benefits that arise from focusing 
resources and avoiding duplication. 

The LERF meeting location rotates among the members. The member that hosts 
the LERF meeting at any one time also is the LERF chairman for that meeting. 

This strategy avoids one organisation dominating the partnership system. For 

reasons of organisation and consistency, the secretary is appointed for the year, 

and is, at present, based at Bedfordshire TEC. LERF meetings are held every six 

to eight weeks. 

Membership : Barnfield College 
Bedford Borough Council 
Bedfordshire Business Link 
Bedfordshire TEC 
Chamber of Commerce 
Luton Borough Council 
Mid Beds District Council 
South Beds District Council 
University of Luton 
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THE QUESTIONNAIRE APPENDIXe2 

SECTION 1 :  YOUR ORGANISATION WITHIN THE LOCAL ECONOMY 
for any queries please telephone Denise Cole at her office on (OJ 582) 743203 

1 .1 What is the name of your organisation? 

. . . . . . . .. . . . . . . .. . .. . .. . .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . . .. .. .. .. . . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

1.2 What is your organisation's main activity? 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  ' . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

1.3 How many people are employed by your organisation on this site? 
1 - 9 □ 

(Tick as appropriate) 1 0 - 49 D 
50 - 249 D 
250 - 499 □ 
500+ D 

1.4 Approximately what percentage of your organisation's supplies are 
purchased locally (i.e. within a 25 mile radius)? 

0 - 24% LJ 
(Tick as appropriate) 25e- 49% 0 

50e- 74% 0 
15e- 1 00% D 

1.5 Approximately what percentage of your organisation's service or 
product is used/bought locally (i.e. within a 25 mile radius)? 

0 - 24% □ 
(Tick as appropriate) 25 - 49% □ 

50 - 74% □ 
75 - 1 00% LJ 

1.6 Does your organisation use forecasts? 
Yes □ 

(Tick as appropriate) No [J 

► If no, why not? (Tick as many as appropriate) 
Forecasting attempts have been unsuccessful [J 

Experience is more valuable than a computer model D 
Not enough is known by staff about the methods of forecasting [J 

Your organisation does not keep records to forecast from [J 
Other [:]

If other, please specify... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Non -forecasting respondents may now ignore the rest of the questionnaire 
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SECTION 2:  FORECASTING IN YOUR ORGANISATION: 

2.1 Who produces your forecasts? 

Your own specialist group ( e.g. a management information department) D 
The actual employee that needs the forecasts CJ 

Forecasting is contracted out to commercial forecasters c:J 

2.2 Please tick how far ahead your organisation forecasts : 

What do you forecast for this time period? 
3 months ahead □ 

12  months ahead □ 
3 years ahead □ 
3 years ahead □ 

2.3 How have you assessed the accuracy of your forecasting? (tick as many as 
are appropriate) 

Fonnal methods LJ 
Informal methods ("rule of thumb") LJ 

Not assessed it at all CJ 
► If formal methods are used, please specify the main ones: 

· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 

· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 

2.4 How accurate bas your organisation's  forecasting been so far? 

Accurate with very few errors [J 
A number of errors but still useful for decision-making CJ 

Too unreliable for decision-making purposes CJ 

2.5 Please specify the main forecasting techniques that your organisation 

uses ( e.g. regression, exponential smoothing, line of best fit, expert 

opinion, experience) 

· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·· · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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2.6 Would any of the following information improve your forecasts? 

(please tick as many as are appropriate) 

More user-friendly computer software 
Other D 

► If other, please specify 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  � • • • • • •  0 • • • • • • • • • • •  • • - . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  - . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 

2.7 Please tick which (if any) forecasting software is used by your 
organisation: 

If known, please give the name of the packages: 
Spreadsheets alone CJ 
General statistical CJ 

Forecasting packages □ 
Other C] 

► If other, please specify 
o • o O o O O O o O • 0 o . o O O o O O o O O O O ■ 0 0 0 o O O o O O O o o o O O o O O O O ,o o O o O. 0 o O o O � 0 0 0 • 0 0 0 0 0 • 0 0 0 G O O  O O O O O O O O O O O o � 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 o o o O O o O O O O o o O o O O O O ♦ 0 o O O 0 

More information from your organisation CJ 
More infonnation on state of Britain's economy CJ 

More infonnation on the state of the regional economy [J 
More infonnation on the state of the local economy CJ 
A better staff knowledge of forecasting techniques [J 

More computer training for staff CJ
D 

2.8 How big a role does your organisation's forecasting play in the following areas of 

decision-making? (please tick where appropriate on the 7-point scales) 
No role at all Large role 

CJ CJ □ □ D CJ LJInvestment decisions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

□ [J [] [] CJ CJ []Human resource planning.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . 

GJ CJ [] □ D D []Demand for goods and services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Financial planning & budgeting. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [] CJ [] [] CJ CJ LJ 

► Ifyou do not use forecasting in any of these areas, please indicate the 
main areas of decision making that your organisation does use 
forecasting for: 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · . . . . . . . .  . 
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SECTION 3 : FORECASTING INPUTS 

3.1 Please list the main types of data from your records used in forecasting 

(e.g. product/service demand, employee levels) 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · - · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 
· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · • · · · · · · ·  

3.2 Please list any main sets of national-level data used in your 

organisation's forecasts (e.g. national unemployment, GDP, average pay) 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
· · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · ·  

3.3 Please list any main sets of  regional-level data used in  your organisation's 

forecasts (e.g. regional GDP, regional unemployment, average pay) 

· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·  .. · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·  
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . 

3.4 Please list any main sets of local-level data used in your organisation's 

forecasts ( e.g. local unemployment, local job vacancies) 

· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

• · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 
Please tick this last box and attach your company card if you are prepared to 

be interviewed on this subject in more detail 

By telephone 0 

Jnperson 0 

Please send the questionnaire back by Friday 26 January 1996, either in the 

SAE enclosed or to: Denise Cole, Faculty of Business, University of Luton, 

Park Square, Luton, Bedfordshire LUl 3JU. 
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THE THEORY BEHIND THE QUESTIONNAIRE APPENDIXa3 
FORMAT 

The question design 

Closed questions made up the bulk of the questionnaire as they are quicker to 

answer and enable easy quantification (Oppenheim, 1 992). For the closed 

questions in the survey an ' if other, please specify' category was included to allow 

for non-standard responses that did not emerge in the pilot questionnaire (Allan 

and Skinner, 1 99 1 ;  Bell, 1 993 ; Hoinville and Jowell, 1 978;  Oppenheim, 1 992). 

Three types of closed question were used: category, list and scale. The category 

questions involved categories of employee numbers and organisational 

involvement in the local economy. 'List questions' presented the respondent mth 

a list of possible answers, from which one or more appropriate answers were 

selected. These questions make up the bulk of the questionnaire. One four-part 

' scale question' explored the role that forecasting played in four key decision

making areas (the scale varied from "crucial role" to "no role") 

Open questions were used in section three as it would have been unrealistic to 

expect conformity in forecasting inputs across organisations. As a compromise, to 

make the open questions less off-putting, only two lines were provided for the 

answer and each question was provided with examples of the types of inputs 

which might be used (as identified in the pilot study). In this way the respondent 

was made aware that a long answer was not expected (Bell, 1 993), and was 

prompted into answering by the examples provided. 

Measures to improve completion of the questionnaire for the respondent included 

a consistent questionnaire format, a minimum use of jargon and a reassurance of 

confidentiality (Bell, 1 993 ; Oppenheim, 1 992). A contact telephone number was 

included for any respondent queries (Allan and Skinner, 1 991) .  Complex and 

detailed questions were avoided to ensure that the respondent did not consider the 

questionnaire too demanding and time consuming (particularly as the subject of 
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respondent' s organisation. 

option for further reasons). 

supplies bought from local suppliers, and then which category most accurately 

reflected the percentage of their product or service demanded locally. The 

categories allowed the respondent to make a ' guesstimate' which is still useful in 

analysis, yet concedes to the unlikelihood of the respondent knowing the precise 

forecasting might already be viewed as intimidating to the more naive 

forecasters). 

Section One of the questionnaire 

Section One is titled "Your organisation within the local economy". The first set 

of survey questions concern the industrial activity and number of employees in the 

interaction within the local economy (the 'local economy' was defined in the 

questionnaire as the area within a twenty-five mile radius of the organisation). 

This was estimated through the provision of four categories (0-24 percent, 25-49 

percent, 50-74 percent and 75-1 00 percent). The respondent was asked to tick 

which category most accurately reflected the percentage of their organisation's 

Questions then ask for the organisation's level of 

percentage figure in each case. 

The final question in Section One asked whether the respondent's organisation 

conducted forecasts (as defined in the covering letter). If not, respondents were 

asked why, and given a list of reasons to tick as appropriate (and an 'if other' 

This question emphasised the importance of the 

information collected up to this point from non-forecasters. Their input was 

useful in that it still revealed the extent of organisation involvement in the local 

economy, and highlighted common trends in the reasons why organisations do not 

forecast 

A sentence in italics at the foot of the first page informed non-forecasting 

respondents that they need not complete the remainder of the questionnaire. This 

was aimed to have two effects : that non-forecasters, seeing that sentence, would 
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realise that up to that point their infonnation was nonetheless valuable and 

relevant to the project; that non-forecasters would realise from the start that they 

need only complete the first page of questions. Both effects were expected to 

raise response rates. 

Section Two of the questionnaire 

Section Two of the questionnaire is titled "Forecasting in your organisation". 

Here, the first question asks which person or group conducts the organisation' s  

forecasts. The aim is to  inform the researcher whether the forecasts are conducted 

' in-house' or contracted out, with the additional query of whether the in-house 

forecasting is conducted by the forecast-user or by a specialist group. This 

identified those organisations that forecast in-house, as they are of greater interest 

The reason for their importance (over those that contract out) is 

th

to this project. 

at this group practice the 

For this group, forecasting is an interactive process 

everyday application of forecasts in a working 

environment, and it is for these organisations that the project will be able to 

provide the most assistance. 

and so practitioners are likely to be more aware of the forecasting inputs used and 

the successes and the failures of the system as they have experienced it. 

Question 2.2 concerns forecasting time horizons. The time horizons proffered 

were "three months ahead" (to represent short-term forecasting), "twelve months 

ahead", "three years ahead" and "over three years ahead". The time horizons were 

selected as they were used by Dalrymple (1987) and Mentzer and Cox (1 984) as 

typical business time horizons. Answers informed the researcher of the time-scale 

on which the organisation's forecasts were operating. It also gave an indication of 

what the organisations forecast on these time scales, highlighting (with question 

2.8) main areas where forecasting is used. 

The following two questions concern forecasting accuracy, enquiring first how 

accuracy itself is measured, and then whether the respondent considers their 
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questions 3 .2, 3 . 3  and 3 .5  but concerning data inputs from a national, regiona and l 

local level respectively. 
, or whether most local data is being used as a forecasting inputpresent, 

or more easily accessible national level or 

. 

organisation' s forecasting to have been accurate so far. These answers are 
interesting when studied in conjunction with question 2.6, which concerns 
additional information/training that the respondent feels might improve their 
organisations forecasting. 

Question 2.5 prompts the respondent into identifying the forecasting techniques of 

Questions such as these 
their organisation. Of particular interest is the proportion of techniques that are 
quantitative and the proportion that are qualitative. 
enable the proj ect to assess the general profile of forecast users, and consider the 
information format most suited to those organisations that need local information. 

Question 2 .7 has a similar aim in that it identifies the sophistication of forecasting 
software used. Question 2. 8 incorporates attitudinal scales for the importance of 
forecasting in four suggested areas of decision-making. The scale used in 
question 2 .8 rated the role of forecasting in the specified areas of decision-making 
as varying from "crucial role" to "no role" (Osgood's Semantic Differential Scale 
of 1 957 as described in Bell, 1 993). The results of this question revealed the 
importance of forecasting as a decision-making tool in a variety of key areas. 

Section Three of the questionnaire 

Section Three, the final section of the questionnaire, concerned "Forecasting 

inputs". All of these last questions were in identical 'open' format. Question 3 . 1  

asked for the main types of data inputs used from the organisations records, giving 

examples to prompt to the respondent. An identical approach was adopted for 

The answers from these questions conveyed whether, at 

organisations rely on their own data, 
regional level data. Additionally, any local inputs revealed by these questions 

may form useful inputs into this project's forecasting model (Chapter 6)
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THE SURVEY COVER LETTER APPENDIXe4 

(originally issued on University of Luton headed notepaper). 

22 November, 1 995 

Dear Sir or Madam, 

Survey on Forecasting - A Request for Co-operation 

Please could you help me by completing the questionnaire enclosed, I am seeking 
responses from both organisations that do forecast and those that do not. This 
survey has the support of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry for 
Bedfordshire, and is part of a programme of research conducted by the University 
of Luton. 

The information from the survey will be analysed to give an overview of 
forecasting practice in the region. Each participator in the survey is guaranteed 
confidentiality, and will be entitled to a summary of the research findings (please 
attach your company card to the completed questionnaire if you would like the 
summary). At no point will the completed questionnaires be released to any party 
other than the researcher. 

It would be ideal if you could please return the completed questionnaire in the 
stamped and addressed envelope provided by Friday 15 December, 1995. 

Thank you in advance for your time and co-operation. 

Yours faithfully 

Denise Cole 

- 238 -



THE NOTE DEFINING FORECASTING TO THE APPENDIXi5 
RESPONDENTS 

(This was attached to the questionnaire) . 

FORECASTING QUESTIONNAIRE 

A DEFINITION OF FORECASTING: 
*By ' forecasting' the questionnaire refers to any technique of making general or 

economic predictions about the future to assist decision-making. An example of 
a formal forecasting technique is regression, and examples of more informal 
forecasting techniques include expert opinion or drawing a line of best fit. I am 
interested the way your organisation makes decisions about the future. 

HOW TO COMPLETE THE QUESTIONNAIRE: 
*Please tick only one box for each question unless advised otherwise. 
*Those respondents in organisations which do not forecast need only to complete 
the first page of the questionnaire. 

*It would be ideal if you could please return the completed questionnaire in the 
stamped and addressed envelope provided by Friday 15 December, 1995. 
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THE SIC CODE DEFINITIONS APPENDIXo? 

SIC 1 980 categories 

0 Agriculture, forestry and fishing 

1 Energy and water supply industries 

2 Extraction of minerals and ores other than fuels; manufacture of metals, 

mineral products and chemicals 

3 Metal goods, engineering and vehicle industries 

4 Other manufacturing industries 

5 Construction 

6 Distribution, hotels and catering; repairs 

7 Transport and communication 

8 Banking, finance, insurance, business services and leasing 

9 Public sector and other services 

(Sutherland and Nelson, 1 995a). 
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TABLES SUPPORTING SECTION 4.5.2 APPENDIXo8 
(The analysis of the general forecasting population) 

Appendix 8.1 :  The estimated number of forecasting organisations operating 
within each time horizon 

Forecasting time horizons No. of organisations These as a %  of the total 
forecasting population 

I 

3 months ahead 850 24 
12  months ahead 2826 79 
36 months ahead 867 24 
Over 36 months ahead 3 1 7  9 

Appendix 8.2 : The organisations' forecast producer 

The organisation's forecast producer No. of organisations 

Organisation 's  own specialist group 2,3 80 
The employee using the forecast 1 , 1 82 
It is contracted out 1 3 1  

Appendix 8.3 : Software use by forecasting organisations 

Software used No. of organisations These as a % of the total 
forecasting population 

Spreadsheet 2, 1 04 59 

Forecasting package 442 1 2  
General statistics package 1 78 5 

' Other' 326 9 

Appendix 8.4: The perceived forecasting accuracy of the organisations' forecasts 

Perceived forecasting accuracy Percentage of forecasting organisations 

Too unreliable for decision-making 4 
Accurate with very few errors 30 

A number of errors but still useful 66 
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THE OTHER ECONOMIC INFORMATION NEEDS APPENDIXi9 
OF ORGANISATIONS WANTING MORE LEI 

The other economic information needs of organisations wanting more Local 
Economic Information ( disaggregated into industrial class) 

SIC More local More regional More national 
economic info. I economic info. economic info .  

Agriculture 0 0 43 
Energy 1 0 0 

Minerals 1 6  5 1 1  
Heavy Engineering 25 25 209 

Manufacturing 46 33 72 

Construction 55 33 72 

Distribution 2 1 8  260 1 1 8 

Transport 1 1  1 1  1 1  
Finance 265 250 70 

Public sector 146 74 95 
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THE INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS APPENDIXrlO 

Appendix 10.1 : The public sector practitioners 

Themes for the interview (public sector practitioners) 

1. The ways in which your organisation uses local economic indicators. 

• what policies do the indicators inform? 
For example: 

• what decisions do they support? 

2. Local economic indicators and the business community. 

• do the local business community approach you for local 

For example: economic information? 

• how do you meet demands for local economic information? 

3. The processes by which you afquire local economic indicators. 

• what local economic indicators due you regularly collect? 
For example: • what sources do you use? 

• do you need to adjust the data sets to make them applicable to 

your local area? 

4. 'Good' and 'bad' local economic indicators. 
• how do you assess whether indicators are 'good' or 'bad' at 

For example: 
reflecting what they are supposed to reflect? 

5. Problems associated with using local economic indicators. 
• what are the main problems that you have encountered in For example: 

collecting and using local economic indicators? 
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4. 'Good' and 'bad' local economic indicators. 

5. Problems associated with using local economic indicators. 

collecting and using local economic indicators? 

Appendix 10.2 : The consultancy sector practitioners 

Themes for the interview (consultancy practitioners) 

1. The ways in which your organisation uses local economic indicators. 

• what does your organisation produce that incorporates local

level economic information (reports, forecasts, databases)? 

• how does local economic information get incorporated into For example: 

these? 

• what are the usual purposes that the information you provide 

gets put to? 

2. Local economic indicators and the business community. 

For example: overotime? 

• what types of organisation approach you for the local-level 

economic information/forecasts/reports (Private sector? Public 

sector? Any particular SIC)? 

3. The processes by which you acquire local economic indicators. 

• what local economic indicators do you mainly use in your work 
For example: 

• what sources do you use? 

• what is the level of demand for local-level economic 

information/forecasts (i.e. LAD level)? Has it risen or fallen 

For example: 
• how do you assess whether indicators are 'good' or 'bad' at 

reflecting economic activity? 

• what are the main problems that you have encountered in 
For example: 
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Appendix 10.3 : The private sector practitioners 

Themes for the interview (private sector practitioners) 

1. The ways in which your organisation uses local economic indicators. 

• what information on the local economy is used by your 

For example: organisation? 

• where does your organisation get this information from? 

• how long has your organisation been using this information? 

2. The processes by which you acquire local economic indicators. 

• what local economic indicators do you mainly use in your work 
For example: 

• what sources do you use? 

3. Problems associated with using local economic indicators. 

• what are the main problems that you have encountered in 
For example: 

collecting and using local economic indicators? 
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AN EXAMPLE OF ONE OF THE INTERVIEW APPENDIX 11 
TRANSCRIPTS (CONSULTANCY FOUR) 

Theme 1 :  The ways in which your organisation uses local economic 
indicators 

D (researcher): Could you please tell me what The Henley Centre produces that 
incorporates local economic indicators? 

P :  (the consultant) I suppose I would have to ask you first of all what you mean by 
local. We have a lot of infonnation that is geographically disaggregated. For 
example, a lot of our global economic analysis is disaggregated from the world to 
larger regions such as Asia, Europe, and North America. I presume that what you 
mean is sub-national. 

D:  Yes, LAD-level. Sub-regional as opposed to sub-national. 

P :  Are you only interested in the UK? 

LAD or below in two ways. 

D :  Yes, not other countries. 

P: I think that we probably use local-level information in the sense of county, 
The first would be for a specific project on a 

consultancy basis, where clients are wanting information that is very specific to an 
area. For exan1ple, a classic case would be an economic impact study, or a retail 
catchment study, those sorts of things. We do not tend to do many of those kinds 
of studies but we do some. Across the range of work that we do, we tend to 
analyse markets across the whole of the country, but some of the time we might be 
doing that for a client where we would have some case studies which would be 
very local and at that point we might use local information. That is one-off 
consultancy. 

The second way that we would use local indicators is in what we call syndicated 
services or subscription services, where we do some research, put together a report 
and package it into some kind of product that we could then go and sell. This is as 
opposed to a client coming to us with a specific brief (which I refer to as 
consultancy). Our use of local economic indicators is much greater in the second 
group than in the first category. 

In terms of the kind of indicators that you have talked about, we have been using 
LAD and county data, and also Travel to Work Area data [TTWA], since about 
1 990. We started a research programme at the time called Regional Futures, and 
then changed its name to Local Futures in about 1 992. Probably, when it changed 
name to Local Futures, that was when we started going from regional analysis to 
local analysis. We ran that for a while with TTWAs, and then we switched to 
LADs, and one of the · reasons for switching to LADs was that there was more 
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information available for LADs than there was for TTW As. TTW A boundaries 
tend not to coincide with LAD boundaries, which means that you are very limited 
by the sort of information you have at TTW A-level. 

To some extent the TTWA made more sense as a micro-economic geographical 
area, because it was a self-contained labour market (that is the definition, 
obviously, of a TTW A), whereas some LADs are not really economic units .  That 
is particularly true in London, but also in much of the South East to some extent 
because there is so much commuting and crossing of boundaries. Apart from the 
fact that there is more information available at LAD-level, the other advantage is 
that there are not many clients who are interested in TTW As. Clients that are 
public sector are likely to be interested in LADs, counties, regions, Govemment 
Office regions and TEC areas, but they certainly will not be interested in TTW As 
particularly. All the private companies (who have never heard of TTWAs) are 
quite happy to go along with whatever area the most infom1ation is available for. 

Now, this programme that I referred to was really a series of one off reports that 
followed the same theme and structure, and which built on each other. We 
changed the format every year, but they were more or less the same thing, but we 
just did it again every year. Our use of indicators was not set up as a cohesive part 
of the research programme so it was not possible, for example, to undertake time 
series analysis of our own indicators. Regional Futures . . .  Local Futures . . .  these are 
all subscription services. What we have done in the last year is to start a 
programme that we will continue in a much more structured way over time, and 
we have called it Planning for Local Change. It certainly builds on these things 
(Regional Futures, Local Futures) but the difference is that it is described to 
clients as an annual service. 

I think for your purposes, the other thing would be that we will be making much 
more of an effort now to have time series consistency in our local economic data. 
Although, as boundaries change, and as data becomes available that was not 
previously available, of course we will introduce new data sets and probably drop 
old ones. But we will try to maintain some sort of consistency so that we have got 
time series analysis. 

D: Was Regional Futures just applicable to the client's areas or was it general? 

P: Each yearly report would cover the whole country, it would have a data set for 
the whole country. So Regional Futures might have a series of thematic chapters, 
like 'employment' , ' incomes' , ' spending' ,  'GDP'o. Then it might have a series of 
regional profiles. When that became what we called Local Futures then it was the 
same again, but this time, instead of having ten regions or maybe eleven (we 
probably dropped Northern Ireland - I cannot remember) we had 459 LADs, or 
220 TTWAs. We would have presented maps for the whole country, we would 
have had data sets, and we would have supplied data to the client for every area. 
While they would be mainly interested in their own area, they would be able to 
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pu� that in the context of the rest of the country and how the rest of the areas were domg. So they could read of a table what the score or the indicator was for their area. 

Then ':e would sell, on top of that report, some consultancy. It could have been 
strategic consultancy for, probably, a local government organisation, or it could 
have been for a �arge company that had regional or local marketing structures in 
some way. For instance, I understand that we did some work for leisure groups
that had pubnr�staurant or hotel �hains. They might want to know where they :
should be bmldmg hotels, or opemng restaurants - things like that. So they would 
use that information as one input into their decision-making. 

D:  With your annual reports, did you transfer from TTWAs to LADs, or did you 
work at both scales? 

last couple of years it has been LADs. 

P: They are interesting as a tool, but apart from that, they are not terribly helpful. 
For one thing, commuting patterns change, so you are always having shifting 
boundaries, which doesn't do anyone any favours. They rarely cohere with policy 
units, so if you are responsible for an economic development policy in an area,
and all your information is in TTW A, then it is useless to you. 

[that local 

making and only have TTW A data. 

You want to know 
what is going on where you are responsible for economic development. So I am 
not surprised authorities are moving away from TTWAs] . As an 
economist, TTW As are a helpful tool to look at, but I would not like to be policy

D: That is the trouble isn't it. They are a great idea in principle, but it must be 
very difficult with the increasing numbers of people working from home, and 
people trapped by negative equity, they are simply not 'working where they 
should be'n. 

P: The classic case is Surrey. Even at the county-level, Surrey is not a self
contained labour market on the government's definition, which is quite 

-remarkable - the only county in the country where that is true. In other words, less 
than seventy percent of the working population of Surrey work in Surrey. 

So, those are the two ways we would use local economic indicators, and in the 
second way, mainly through our own research programmes, we have got far and 

P: We never did both at the same time. The progression has really gone regional 
[to] TTW A to LAD. There may have been a blip where we went from regions to 
LADs, somebody else joined the Henley Centre and decided that the year they 
were doing it, they were going to do TTW As. Then, the following year we 
reverted to LADs (I'm not quite sure, as I was not here then). Certainly, for the 

D :  The Local Authorities seem to be moving away from TTWAs at the moment. 
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So for example, they would have a 

So Planning for Localaway the largest use and certainly the most systematic. 
Change, which we have developed over the last year, incorporates probably over 
one hundred data sets, most of which (with very few exceptions) cover the whole 
country at LAD-level. Some of those are essentially official statistics, from 
official sources. Others we have compiled ourselves, or have created through our 
own analysis. 

D: Do you, with your own analysis, positively rank the LAD districts against each 
other? 

P: Yes, we do rank. In fact, perhaps it is easiest for me to tell you how Planning 
for Change is structured. When a client buys Planning for Local Change, they 
really buy a year' s worth of Henley Centre research. That includes getting reports 
and also, in the price, consultancy to tailor all the information to their area, and a 
workshop series where we disseminate our extra research to clients. They come 
here and we do a work.shop on small firms, or whatever it might be. 

There are 
context 
three report volumes. The first one we call Structural Trends, and it is 

really a volume, starting with global economics, then changes in 
technology, environmental issues, then changes in Europe, the UK and then the 
UK regions. So we are sort of coming down geographically in the hierarchy. As 
far as possible we try to relate, for example, what is going on in Europe to the 
implications for a local authority. We end up with forecasts of GDP and 
employment for the UK regions. That model is not built up from our local data, it 
is built down from our UK model, using CSO data on regional GDP by sector. 

Volume Two . is the local information. It has ten chapters. The first one is 
methodology, it is orientated around measuring local economic competitiveness. 
The next eight chapters (two to nine) are thematic chapters, with the last chapter 
giving forecasts at the local-level of GDP and employment. Each of the middle 
eight chapters will have themes like labour market, industrial structure, 
communications, environment and quality of life etc., and for each of these we 
will have a whole load of indicators that we will map, and a whole load of other 
indicators which we will not map but will use in the background. We will create 
from that a weighted, composite index. 
'labour market score' , which would be based on skills, labour costs, flexibility of 
the labour market, labour supply growth, activity rates and so on. We would rate 
those and we would give them an overall score for their labour market and how 
competitive it was. So each chapter has that, and those are all ranked. At the end 
of each chapter we will rank each area ·and map the indicators. Then . our last 
chapter combines them in various esoteric ways to describe what sort of economy 
we think it is. 

We assign all of our . indicators into two groups, one is for 'competitive track 
record' which is a sort of performance indicator. The other one is an indicator of 
the environment in which all the businesses and people are working (with the first 
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one being h�w well they have actually performed so far, and are likely to). We 
;h�n categonse �eas o� that basis. If they do well on everything we call them _i
:1rtuo�s circles , and 1f they do �adly in both groups we call them 'vicious 

circles . If the� have been performmg very well but their environment is pretty 
bad, then we might say they are facing decline - things like that. So we sort of 
schematise and map all of that. 

D: What do you mean by 'mapping' the indicators? Do you mean tracking or 
literally mapping? 

P :  I mean a GIS map, we use Maplnfo. All of these indicators are linked through 
a spreadsheet directly into Maplnfo. The third volume is just a whole list of tables 
of the data that we used, so that people can look up their score - a reference 
section. 

Theme 2: Local economic indicators and the business community 

D:  You seem to have changed your emphasis away from regional and towards the 
local. Is this in response to a change in demand that you have perceived over the 
years? Or is this just an area that you decided to specialise in which then attracted 
interest in the local? 

P :  That is a difficult one, because a lot of the things that The Henley Centre does, 
particularly in the subscription area, are on the boundary of demand-led and 
supply-created demand. We do tend to do research which we then go and sell, and 
obviously we market test the research before we do it, just because we are taking 
such a risk with the amount of money that we spend on doing it in the first place. 
I think, probably it is a combination of the two. 

With the regional stuff that we did, we obviously got some interest, but I would 
suspect that we found (and I was not here [then], so I am only surmising) that a lot 
of people said "this is really interesting, but I need more detail". So it was 
probably client-led like that. But I think it was also to some extent taking a risk in 
that we wanted to break into the pubic sector market, and apart from central 
government, you cannot break into the public sector market unless you have local
level data. So I think it was partly client-response, and it was also breaking into a 
new market, the public sector market, although it has to be said, we have had an 
awful lot of interest from the private sector. 

D: You are talking about how a decision was made to attract more public sector 
clients to your services. What would you say your client structure is at the 
moment, is it mainly private or mainly public? 

P: The balance will certainly be public sector for the local economic information, 
but probably not as high a percentage as one might think. That reflects the fact 
that The Henley Centre as a company has an extremely strong brand image in the 
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private sector, and is relatively unknown in the public sector at the moment 
except amongst City organisations. Central government is probably aware of Th� 
Henley Centre, but certainly local-level organisations are probably less aware of 
The Henley Centre than the private sector. This means that we can sell to the 
private sector very easily, but with the public sector we have to do a lot of hard 
work. That, in fact, is one of the reasons for packaging this product in the way
that we have.  Even so, having said all that, presales of the product (which will be 
officially launched very soon) will probably go about 70 percent public sector. 
But we have already sold more of the bolt-on consultancy to it to the private 
sector. The sort of SICs buying it are retail and leisure, and then, probably 
utilities (electricity companies, telephone companies). We are doing a lot of work 
with BT. Probably the other main SIC would be transport. We have had a vague 
interest from very maj or manufacturing/engineering companies, but they have not 
turned into sales as of yet. 

D: Do clients pay extra for the bolt-on consultancy that you mentioned? 

P :  Well, a certain number of days are included in the subscription, but if they want 
more days than we offer, they pay extra. 

Theme 3: The processes by which you acquire local economic indicators 

D: You use the usual official sources. Do you go straight to the Department of 
Employment or whatever, or do you go via NOMIS? 

P: We would use whatever source would save us money, really. So, bearing in 
mind that for every single indicator that we want we need 459 data points for it 
(for the 459 local authorities) there is no way that we would bother going to the 
Department of Employment for that. We would download it from NOMIS. 
Another reason for getting it from NOMIS is that you then get it on disk and it is 
then much quicker to turn it into a spreadsheet form that you can then start playing
around with. We found the relevant [government] departments to be fairly bad at 
knowing what information they had - we were convinced that they had more 
information than they were actually making available through NOMIS. 

However, we had informal enthusiastic comments and endorsements from most of 
these major government departments for our research programme. The way we do 
our research programmes is that we put together a syndicate of people who fund it 
the first time round, and they usually get a discount, and an input into how it 
develops. This time round we have got TEC national council, we have got
Scottish Enterprise and all the local authority associations. We tried to get some 
information from government departments, for example on TEC areas, data that 
perhaps was not published (competitiveness indicators) but either we got it and it 
was not terribly interesting (we had got better stuff already), or we just could not 
get it out of them, so it did not really work. Essentially, all of our official stuff has 
come from NOMIS/ONS. 
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D: You said that you developed some of your own indicators as well? 

P: Yes, for example, we wanted an indicator of foreign investment so we went 
through the official data from IBB [Invest in Britain Bureau], but it was not local 
enough. So what we did was to go through the directory of the American 
Chamber of Commerce, and put every single company onto a database. We did 
the same thing with Japanese and German companies, and then mapped it. We 
wanted to know where all the cinema seats and leisure seats across the country 
were, so we got directories from the British film institute etc. and mapped that. 
We created our own measure of transport connectivity by going through all the 
major transport hubs ( road, rail, air sea), identifying where they were and then 
scoring an area on the basis of how many hubs it had, how far it was from other 
major hubs, and also how far it was from London (as the UK's major transport 
centre) - Maplnfo can do that for you. Next year we will probably add data on 
information technology as well, such as numbers of ISDN connections. 

Theme 4: 'Good' and 'bad' local economic indicators 

D: What would your criteria be for a 'good' indicator reflecting economic 
activity? 

P: Good and bad, like any moral judgement, can only be defined on the basis of 
purpose, so you have to think about what you are trying to measure, and that is the 
only way to measure whether it is good or bad. I think a lot of indicators are used 
without going through the process of thinking about what you are trying to show. 
We find that a lot of people will list employment change, but they are not really 
thinking about what that means. For instance, an area may have high employment 
change, but if you assume that that necessarily means that you have a dynamic 
labour market, you could make a mistake, or at least you could arrive at a half
truth, for example if that employment change is part-time, then you have got a 
massive rise in part-time employment that could actually mean employees arer· 
losing out, and a lot of people are being forced to work part-time. Alternatively it 
could mean that there is a massive rise in female activity rates. It could mean a lot 
of things, so I would hesitate to talk about 'good' indicators. 

Most official statistics are reliable in the sense that they are not wrong, but they 
only become 'good' if they are used by somebody who knows how to use them, so 
I think that there are good uses and bad uses rather than good indicators and bad 
indicators. Although there are also 'bad' indicator s in the sense of indicators that 
are just thoroughly unreliable. I mentioned the IBB. The IBB data is good for the 
IBB because the IBB want to collect a database of all the projects that they assist 
and bring into the country and show round sites and persuade them to locate in 
[for example] Luton. So it is good for them as it gives them a record ofwhat they 
are doing, but it is not mucih good. if you want to know where the inward 
investment is going in the . .  country and .what sort of investment there is, because 
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there is an awful lot of investment that is not included in the IBB database. This 
is often the most dynamic type of investment that will go into the South-East - it 
might be high tech manufacturing, it might be financial services, and they might 
never bother talking to a development agency, they will just get on with it and 
invest. So in that sense, if you want a measure of inward investment, IBB data is 
a bad indicator. I think you have got to be very aware of how the data is 
compiled. 

Here is another example. You can get employment data by size band from 
NOMIS. You can get it on the basis of the number of employees in units of 
employees, so you might have units that have one to nine employees. Or you 
might get the information in terms of how many units there are that have one to 
nine employees. Most people will use that and they will assume that a unit is a 
firm, particularly if they do not even bother reading the NO MIS manuals (which is 
the minimum that anyone should do). But units are not firms, they are data points, 
they are PA YE points, and that can seriously mislead anybody that tries to come 
to any conclusions about the distribution of firms, and the distribution of 
employees within different sizes of firms on the basis of that data. 

D: So actually knowing your information is vital. 

P: You have got to know it. Because a lot of it is collected for quite bizarre 
reasons, although it is used by economists. Why do they use PA YE points, for 
example, who cares about PA YE points? For some reason somewhere, the 
government is interested in PA YE points, perhaps the Inland Revenue is. But 
nobody else could care less about PA YE points, so if you do not know that, you 
are not going to be able to discount it. Therefore, I could well find that a lot of my 
ten to ninety-nine employee firms are actually not firms, they are just branches of 
quoted companies, which could also mean that you have less large companies 
reported in your data than there really are in the population. So knowing your 
data and how it is arrived at is important. 

Theme 5: Problems associated with using local economic indicators 

D: Have you come across any problems in collecting and using local economic 
indicators (apart from the IBB data that you mentioned earlier)? 

P: Well, you often have different years, so you might get employment data in 
1993 which would be related to your currently available data for LADs. 

The other important thing with some of these data sets is sample size, particularly 
with things like the Labour Force Survey, and not trying to push the data beyond 
what is statistically valid. Census data is always a good benchmark in those cases. 
If you have got an indicator that is based on a survey in between censuses that 
gives some wildly differing results to what you have got in the census, then you 
have got to ask the question of potential sample biases etc. 
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Sometimes you can get problems of overlap as the years are slightly out. If you 
are being a purist then I suppose you should get terribly worried about this, but we 
would only worry about that if there had been a substantial change in the economy 
during the time gap, such as a recession or something. If you are really fussed you 
could always do an extrapolation, bring your 1993 data up to 1994, but whether 
that is any better than leaving it I am never quite sure. It depends what your 
purpose is, again, what you are trying to achieve with it. 

A lot of local data I suppose tends to be several years out of date. That, I suppose, 
would be another problem. But that is just the nature of the problem of collecting 
the stuff. I think it is improving over time. It is not as bad as it used to be. I have 
been working with this sort of data for about seven years or something and I think 
the lag 

local economic information? 

was a lot bigger when I started compared to now. 

D: I wonder if that is a government response to a perceived increase in demand for 

P: Yes, I think it is, and I think that just generally they are getting better at 
churning the stuff out quickly, and in different media formats. One thing that is 
brilliant for us is that we managed to get Regional Trends (which we buy as the 
report) on disk. Not getting the stuff on disk used to be a big problem because, 
especially if you are trying to cover the entire country, you do not want to input 
data by hand. We have had to do that, particularly with our own indicators that 
we have created. I think the various government departments are getting much 
better at supplying stuff on disk in different formats, so that is a help. 

D: I think we need to gang up on Companies House, I have just had a nasty 
microfiche experience there. 

P: Yes, company information. That is a vast information source which is not 
really accessible for local economic analysis, unless you can go through and find 
every single company in an area, but it is only indexed by company isn't it? 

D:  Yes. I went to the Planning Division at Luton Borough Council for the top few 
employers in the town, and then looked those up. 

[Interview ends] 
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Year 

78 

78 1 55 583 81 
733 82 

85 
1 37 84 

932 85 
93 70 

255 1 4,362 87 
331 369 1 5 ,554 

90 6, 1 4 1  

639 5 ,823 92 
359 5 ,465 

995 76 94 
330 

96 
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THE DATABASE FIGURES FROM CHAPTER SIX APPENDIX 12 

Appendix 12. 1 :  The annual local economic indicators collected for Luton LAD 

Employees Emp1in Local land Bldg regs Luton Housing Completions Net 
in Empt. airport searches application VAT 

change 
LA H Pr Sect Total 

Assns 
CoE years (1 st June) (Jan to Dec) 

6 ,864 1 , 891 
79 3 ,614 6,654 2,291 
80 3 ,993 6,036 1 ,488 

1 36 70,500 4 ,032 6 ,501 1 ,485 8 16  
801 50 8833 ,980 8, 1 55 1 ,479 0 

39 6 1 9  743 1 35 83 3 ,748 8,504 1 ,8 1 2  
70,700 4,0 12  9, 1 34 1 ,8 1 2  1 1 0 29 5 1 8  657 

1 1 37 713 ,929 1 0 ,463 2,073 205 0 
34 7 1 6  82086 4 ,31 5 1 2 ,41 9 2, 1 59 

78 , 1 00 4 ,2 1 9  2,088 230 0 1 396 1626 
1 ,2 1 11 6 1 38 1  1756 88 4 ,550 

89 8 1 ,700 4 ,851 9 ,809 849 1 05 82 1 221  1408 408 
9 ,043 1 , 1 42 88 1 01 7 16  905 208 
7, 1 43 959 81 1 01 5 1 0  692 -1 1 9  9 1  74, 800 4 ,680 

-1 86 1 , 1 05 97 1 1 4 4284,656 
-2291 , 1 81 23 1 02 23493 7 1 , 500 4 ,534 

0 1 31 207 -384,286 5,273 
95 7 1 , 1 00 4 ,035 4, 883 1 ,039 0 1 71 1 59 

5,499 



Appendix 12.2 : The annual turnover of Luton' s major employers 
Annual  turnover of Luton-based companies (£000s) , end of year 

83 
84 

85 79,495 

1 70 ,059 
89 
90 
9 1  
92 

94 988,200 

95 
96 

Vacancies 

293 

accounts 
Vauxhal l I BC SKF (UK) Britann ia Monarch Whitbread United 
Motors Vehicles Ltd Airways Aircraft Biscuits 

est 1 987 est 1 993 
Year ( Dec total) (Dec total) (Dec total) (Dec total) (Dec total) (Feb total) (Dec total) 

81 761 ,700 69,285 1 85 ,373 9 ,067 782 , 1 48 
82 1 ,060 , 1 00 69,527 21 0 ,034 8,680 841 ,726 

1 ,094,400 66,370 225,275 7,51 1 1 , 001 , 900 
1 ,308 ,200 69,281 230 ,374 1 0,002 1 , 1 85,700 
1 ,565 , 1 00 235 , 1 32 1 1 ,2185 1 ,444 ,000 

86 1 ,499,200 83,625 282 ,233 1 6,483 1 ,533,000 
87 1 ,668, 000 92,957 331 ,636 20,649 1 ,553,900 
88 2 ,048 , 500 1 00,277 321 ,858 22, 1 42 1 ,688,700 

1 1 2,908 403,990 30,584 1 , 845, 300 2,498,600 1 84 ,759 
2,620,200 1 42, 559 1 22,2 1 2  384,658 35, 1 78 2 ,051 , 1 00 
2,572,600 1 54, 1 42 1 00,499 41 2 ,290 35, 1 78 2,059,800 
2 ,998 , 1 00 558,352 99,306 464,534 *54,081 2 , 1 91  ,200 

93 3 , 1800,900 638 ,871 1 1 7,287 527,001 43,755 2,346,400 1 96,400 

3 , 582, 1 00 461 , 058 1 1 9, 144 557,689 47, 049 2,360,400 

3 ,631 ,800 41 5 ,720 143,423 605,473 50, 1 98 2,471 , 800 1 , 022,800 
2,749, 900 

*fig for 1 993 is for 1 7  months 

Appendix 12.3 :  Monthly and quarterly local economic indicators collected 

Date Unemployed Job Planning Planning 

(Monthly) claimants Applications Decisions 

Jun-81 308 242 

Jul-81 
Aug-81 
Sep-81 262 214 

Oct-81 
Nov-81 
Dec-81 223 1 90 

Jan-82 
Feb-82 
Mar-82 225 1 91 

Apr-82 
May-82 

239Jun-82 
Jul-82 

Aug-82 
Sep-82 253 21 1  

Oct-82 
Nov-82 
Dec-82 246 1 93 

Jan-83 
Feb-83 i 
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9 ,954 

9,937 

454 359 

1 0,029 
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Appendix 12.3 : Monthly and quarterly local economic indicators collected (. . contd) 

Mar-83 200 1 66 
Apr-83 

May-83 

Jun-83 9, 820 307 244 
Ju l-83 9,649 

Aug-83 9 ,540 
Sep-83 9 ,940 3 17  272 
Oct-83 9,731 
Nov-83 9 ,665 
Dec-83 9 ,696 285 253 
Jan-84 1 0 ,058 

Feb-84 1 0 , 0 1  1 
Mar-84 9 ,884 284 230 

Apr-84 9 ,773 

May-84 9 ,574 

Jun-84 9 ,744 358 3 1  0 

Ju l-84 9, 808 

Aug-84 9,661 

Sep-84 1 0 , 1 52 328 257 

Oct-84 1 0 ,065 

Nov-84 9 ,999 

Dec-84 316  265 

Jan-85 1 0, 356 

Feb-85 1 0,31  5 

Mar-85 1 0, 1 50 248 21  5 

Apr-85 1 0,094 

May-85 1 0,024 

J un-85 9,963 350 275 

Jul-85 9 ,899 

Aug-85 9,865 

Sep-85 1 0 ,254 930 339 285 

Oct-85 1 0, 089 921 

Nov-85 1 0,029 1 ,01  5 

Dec-85 9 ,978 837 286 255 

Jan-86 1 0,382 358 

Feb-86 1 0, 356 1 ,020 

Mar-86 1 0,281 787 284 236 

Apr-86 1 0, 085 772 

May-86 9,957 1 ,0 1 0  

Jun-86 9,8 1  9 1 , 1 64 41 9 346 

Jul-86 944 

Aug-86 9,862 1 , 1 44 

Sep-86 9,864 985 

Oct-86 9,772 1 ,043 

Nov-86 9,882 1 ,283 
837 426 . 342Dec-86 1 0, 030 

Jan-87 1 0, 1 99 622 

Feb-87 1 0,264 758 
280MarI -87 1 0 ,053 864 351 

Apr-87 875 



Mar-88 

943 

793 

6 ,9798. 

7 ,698!1 
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Appendix 12.3 : Monthly and quarterly local economic indicators collected ( .. contd) 

May-87 9,57 1 1 , 0 181 
Jun-87 9 ,340 869 451 379 
Ju l-87 9 ,343 989 

Aug-87 9 ,091 1 ,093 
Sep-87 9 ,044 867 504 382 
Oct-87 8,795 1 ,038 
Nov-87 8,425 1 ,387 
Dec-87 8,385 955 445 351 
Jan-88 8 ,276 7 1 9  
Feb-88 7,984 1 ,093 

7,641 968 458 387 
Apr-88 7,333 1 , 1 29 
May-88 6,877 995 
J un-88 6,532 461 371 
Ju l-88 6,332 1 , 1 82 

Aug-88 6, 1895 839 
Sep-88 6 ,256 926 343 281 
Oct-88 5, 585 1 , 1 57 
Nov-88 5,270 705 
Dec-88 5,262 670 343 257 
Jan-89 5, 1800 452 
Feb-89 5 ,049 
Mar-89 4,856 674 608 440 
Apr-89 4,562 784 

May-89 4,280 597 
Jun-89 4, 1 26 633 422 3 1 0  
Jul-89 4, 1 60 782 

Aug-89 3,974 620 
Sep-89 3,883 851 450 327 
Oct-89 3,674 723 
Nov-89 3,698 641 
Dec-89 3 ,903 738 379 285 
Jan-90 3,946 3 1 9  
Feb-90 3,969 51 0 
Mar-90 4,0 1 5  41 0 462 324 
Apr-90 4, 1 03 682 

May-90 4,051 469 
Jun-90 4 , 1 50 642 375 275 
Ju l-90 4 ,349 408 

Aug-90 4,491 429 
Sep-90 4,582 579 351 1 82 
Oct-90 4,706 470 
Nov-90 5,031 427 
Dec-90 5 ,703 391 414 275 
Jan-91  5 ,966 1 34 
Feb-91 6 ,367 333 
Mar-91 266 362 251 
Apr-91 7 ,526 293 
May-9 1 337 
Jun-91  7,891 395 1 285 223 



Appendix 12.3 : Monthly and quarterly local economic indicators collected ( . .  contd) 
Ju l-9 1 

8,455 
383 

3 1 9  
9,259 336 

9 ,724 
9 ,705 31 3 
9 ,839 

324 

450 
525 

503 
378 

341 
1 0,545 

1 94 
324 

393 
303 375 

450 
339 

547 
494 8,224 

352 

439 

7,948 

7,71 4  493 

530 

8,278 3 14  
Aug-9 1 291 

334 

Sep-9 1 8,635 338 250 
Oct-91 8 ,661 
Nov-91 8 ,964 
Dec-91 308 227 
Jan-92 9 ,479 1 77 
Feb-92 339 

343 237Mar-92 
Apr-92 263 

344May-92 9 ,674 
Jun-92 9 ,71 5 322 256 
Ju l-92 9,864 3 1 6  

Aug-92 1 0 ,263 
Sep-92 1 0,436 308 260 
Oct-92 1 0, 332 440 

Nov-92 1 0, 3 1 1 481 
Dec-92 1 0, 8 1 7 363 271 223 
Jan-93 1 0 ,933 207 
Feb-93 1 1 , 1 76 352 
Mar-93 1 0 , 987 4 17  282 246 

Apr-93 1 1 , 1 14 3 1 6 
May-93 1 0 ,851  5 1 3 
Jun-93 1 0,6 1 4 400 1 91 1 7 1  
Ju l-93 1 0 ,676 432 

Aug-93 1 0,709 
281 222Sep-93 1 0, 730 

Oct-93 1 0,350 579 
Nov-93 1 0,249 459 
Dec-93 1 0,337 41 8 3 1 0  286 
Jan-94 1 0, 547 

382Feb-94 
Mar-94 1 0 ,349 355 278 
Apr-94 1 0 ,033 

May-94 9 ,672 
Jun-94 9 ,490 370 
Jul-94 9,434 470 

Aug-94 9,300 
3 1 8 225Sep-94 9,093 

Oct-94 8,528 

Nov-94 
Dec-94 8 , 1 11 4  598 290 237 

Jan-95 8,273 
Feb-95 8, 124 

Mar-95 8 ,0 1 3 366 312 229 

Apr-95 8 , 050 479 

422May-95 
256 219Jun-95 

J ul-95 7,878 

Aug-95 8 ,021 
698 
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Appendix 12.3 : Monthly and quarterly local economic indicators collected ( .. contd) 

Sep-95 8 ,027 562 336 301 

Oct-95 7,769 606 

Nov-95 7,630 539 

Dec-95 7,600 282 259 

Jan-96 

Feb-96 

Mar-96 

Apr-96 I 

May-96 

Jun-96 

J ul-96 

Aug-96 

Sep-96 

Oct-96 

Nov-96 

Dec-96 

7 ,785 

7,845 

7,652 

7,584 

7,360 

7, 1 48 

7,295 

7,390 

7,304 

6,974 

6 ,36 1  

6, 1 44 

279 

479 

650 247 220 

464 

523 

759 290 208 

663 

536 

782 3 14  279 

6 1 3 

739 

723 328 259 
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