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Executive Summary
The State of Sheffield 2013 provides an overview of trends 

in and the performance of the city of Sheffield. It aims to 
describe how things are now, how things are changing and 

how Sheffield compares to other similar places. It does so 
with reference to the Sheffield City Strategy (Sheffield 2020) 

goals of ensuring that Sheffield is – and remains – distinctive, 
successful, inclusive, vibrant and sustainable.

The report uses a wide range of relevant, inter-related 
data to highlight the strengths of the city, but also to 

highlight challenges that need to be addressed. In addition, 
a wide range of discussions were held with individuals 

and organisations in Sheffield over the year to explore the 
contemporary issues facing the city.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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A vibrant, resilient city
•	 An overview of Sheffield in 2013 shows a city continuing to experience growth in the 

size and diversity of its population and also a city that has since 2012 proved to be 
reasonably resilient to immediate external challenges.

•	 Many of the positive attributes of the city – such as the recent economic diversification, 
the changing demographic profile, and the continued quality of life offer – have 
enabled the city to respond positively to some of the worst impacts of these wider 
national and international circumstances such as the recession and austerity. It is widely 
argued that the look and feel of the city, and its quality of life and place has never been 
stronger for many people.

•	 Sheffield’s economy has been significantly transformed over the last 20 years. 
Substantial improvement has been made across a range of economic indicators. Gross 
value added (GVA) has increased. Employment and skills levels have also improved, 
and the city is increasingly developing its reputation as a centre for excellence in 
advanced manufacturing, healthcare technology, creative and digital, legal and service 
industries, and the knowledge economy. Exports to the emerging economies are also 
growing

•	 The Skills Enhancement Fund (SEF) suggests that future job growth in Sheffield 
is expected to keep pace with the national rate over the period up to 2015. Nearly 
58,000 workers are expected to be recruited by 2015 as a result of economic change, 
transformational projects (such as the Advanced Manufacturing Park), and natural 
change through processes such as retirement. The low carbon sector is also likely to 
be an important source of new opportunities.

•	 The skills of Sheffield’s population have improved significantly since 2005. The Sheffield 
skills profile now matches or exceeds national averages and outperforms most core 
cities at National Vocational Qualification levels 2, 3 and 4. This is a major achievement 
for the city.

•	 The proportion of the working age population in Sheffield qualified at degree level or 
equivalent compares well to the national average. The city now has a significant and 
broad resource of highly qualified graduates. The two Universities continue to play a 
positive and significant role in the city, supporting talented young people and bringing 
in significant trade to the city.

•	 There has been a continued and impressive improvement in attainment levels of 
school age children and young people in absolute terms over the last three years at 
all key educational stages, which has been greater or equal to the national rate of 
improvement.

2012 to 2013:  
what has been happening in Sheffield? 



5

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

•	 Sheffield also saw a small increase in the overall employment rate over the last year. 
Male and female employment rates of 68% and 60% respectively are above the Core 
Cities’ averages.

•	 The cultural offer of Sheffield remains strong, with major successes in conferences and 
festivals such as the MADE conference, Tramlines, Global Manufacturing Festival and 
Docfest. Sheffield Theatres remain a major asset to the city. The city was also awarded 
a key Olympic Legacy project in 2012, the National Centre for Sport and Exercise 
Medicine (NCSEM).

But a city still experiencing significant challenges
•	 Whilst the overall state of Sheffield in 2013 describes a city that appears to be reasonably 

resilient to external change, longstanding and deep seated challenges remain. The 
impact of forthcoming change is also unknown.

•	 There is clear evidence that the climate is already changing, and the years ahead will 
be about adapting Sheffield to a different environmental future, and mitigating the 
impacts of global ecological change. Many of the significant factors that contribute to 
a sustainable environment remain largely invisible – the quality of the air, the release of 
carbon into the atmosphere, the use of energy. 

•	 Emissions in Sheffield compare favourably to core cities and the average level of 
residual waste per household has also been decreasing, as in other core cities. However, 
although air quality is improving overall, in some areas of the city it is worsening.

•	 Deprivation in Sheffield is still above the national average, and means that almost one 
quarter of households – approximately 58,500 - are living in poverty. In 2010-11, 22,000 
children living in Sheffield were classed as living in households below the poverty line.

•	 Profiles of each of the city’s wards show a detailed picture of inequality on a range of 
economic, social, health and environmental measures. These reveal the well known 
geographical inequalities across Sheffield, with wards in the south and west of the city 
in the least deprived 20% of the country while others in the north and east are in the 
20% most deprived. Significant health inequalities remain, across neighbourhoods and 
across communities.

•	 Sheffield is not yet fulfilling its economic potential. Sheffield has fewer businesses in 
higher value, higher skilled sectors than other major UK cities, which is likely to suppress 
the level of GVA in the city and weaken competitiveness nationally and internationally.

•	 The city region faces a number of economic challenges, responding both to the needs 
of growing sectors and those affected by employment decline in the public sector and 
manufacturing. At the heart of these changes will be how qualifications and skills can 
offer people seeking employment the opportunities to gain access to any future jobs 
created.
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•	 Sheffield’s private sector has a lower density of jobs utilising high level skills than other 
cities and the city is more dependent on the public sector for high skill employment 
opportunities. Around 75% of businesses in the city region do not currently employ 
graduates and have no plans to do so over the next three years.

•	 Rates of unemployment in autumn 2012 varied considerably across the different 
Parliamentary constituencies of the city, with Hallam having an unemployment rate of 
1.8%, whilst in Brightside it was 7.9%, and rates in Heeley and Central were just over 
6%. A further concern is the increase in the number of people aged between 18 and 24 
claiming Job Seekers Allowance.

•	 Youth unemployment is becoming a growing challenge with long term consequences 
for those who suffer it. Youth unemployment in Sheffield has risen significantly since 
the pre-recession period (from 2,665 in February 2008 to 5,475 in July 2012), and far 
more rapidly than nationally. Employers, when asked, are clear that they need people 
who are ready for work and who can perform in the workplace. Among the reasons 
cited why young people are disadvantaged in the labour market is that they often, 
in comparison to older workers, lack the skills, experience, job-seeking insights and 
networks required to gain access to available employment opportunities.

•	 There are an increasing number of people who haven’t worked by the age of 25, mainly 
young men and often concentrated in the large estates in the city, who can feel a loss 
of purpose and contribution to society. A further concern for this group is the growth 
in homelessness in the city.

•	 Work is often cited as the best route out of poverty, but many residents are trapped 
in ‘poor work’, characterised by combinations of low pay, long hours or pervasive 
job insecurity. Average earnings in the UK in 2012 were £510 per week, with average 
earnings in Sheffield increasing slightly from £436 per week in 2011 to £441 per week 
in 2012 (1.2%). There are other inequalities in relation to pay: for example women 
working full time are paid, on average, 9.6% less than men for doing work of equivalent 
value.

•	 Additional groups currently on the margins of poverty, such as the low paid, face the 
threat of slipping into financial difficulties with the possibility of entering a further 
spiral of decline. New groups of households who may have been financially secure 
previously could have new challenges to face as a result of unforeseeable changes in 
their circumstances. Poverty is not just about jobs. It is also about education and skills, 
financial capability and health. People on low incomes often pay more for goods and 
services than those on higher incomes. This so-called ‘poverty premium’ is estimated 
to cost poorer families over £1,000 a year.

•	 There is evidence that a combination of welfare cuts and strict benefit sanctions, hold-
ups in the benefits system, unemployment and low wages and increasing food prices 
mean that growing numbers of people in the city are unable to access enough food 
to feed themselves and their families. At least eleven food banks are known to be 
operating in Sheffield in October 2012.
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•	 Cuts in public sector funding are likely to have a profound effect in many areas, from 
reduced services for local people through to lower funding for cultural organisations 
and events, and voluntary, community and faith sector organisations.

Sheffield 2013: a city on the cusp of change?
The State of Sheffield 2013 report leads us to conclude that Sheffield is performing 
reasonably well as a city, with a resilient economy, and strong social and community 
networks. The city and city region has significant economic opportunities in 2013, but 
also significant challenges as a result of long term issues in the economic performance 
of the city and changing economic conditions. Building economic success and creating 
employment opportunities in the current environment is an increasing challenge. 

Understanding the full impact of welfare reform and reductions in public sector expenditure 
will take time, although trends already indicate increased social and economic deprivation 
in the city, with particular concern around the impact on young people and the city’s most 
vulnerable residents and communities.

The environmental challenges facing the city are also significant. Sheffield is still a city 
seemingly locked into an increasing use of the car and patterns of consumption that 
are characterised by relatively high levels of carbon and waste. So whilst Sheffield is 
perceived to offer a good quality of life, it also has to be forward looking, as illustrated by 
the city’s commitment to a decentralised energy strategy that can have positive impacts 
with regard to reducing CO2 and fuel poverty. The low carbon sector also offers new 
opportunities for private inward investment, jobs and training.

The focus on change and innovation therefore needs to continue in 2013, finding new 
solutions and news ways of working together in order to meet the economic, social and 
environmental opportunities and challenges facing Sheffield.

Sheaf Square, Sheffield Station and Park Hill Flats
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Introduction
The State of Sheffield 2013 provides an overview of the state of the city in relation to how 
things are now, how things are changing and how Sheffield compares to other similar 
places. It does so with reference to the Sheffield City strategy goals of ensuring that 
Sheffield is – and remains – distinctive, successful, inclusive, vibrant and sustainable 
(Sheffield 2020). This year the report provides an overview of developments in the city 
and considers in detail the Strategic Priorities of the environment, the economy, jobs 
and opportunities, attainment and equalities. These priorities were selected by Sheffield 
Executive Board following the State of Sheffield Report in 2012, and form a natural 
progression from that report which looked at wellbeing, working and living in the city.

Each of the chapters in the report are not designed to be read alone, since other important 
themes such as health and diversity are interwoven throughout the report. The report 
uses a wide range of relevant, inter-related data to highlight the strengths of the city, 
but also to highlight challenges that need to be addressed. In addition, a wide range of 
discussions were held with individuals and organisations in Sheffield over the year to 
explore the contemporary issues facing the city. A key feature of the report is that it goes 
beyond simple description; instead, it asks more challenging questions about what the 
data means for Sheffield and the real life experience of people living, working and visiting 
the city. Ultimately, the intention is to help Sheffield’s leaders understand more about 
Sheffield, how it is changing and what the priorities for the future should be as the city 
seeks to fulfil the ambitions set out in the Sheffield 2020 strategy.

Millennium Square and Winter Gardens
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2012 TO 2013

An overview of contemporary Sheffield shows a city continuing to undergo important 
changes in its population and economy, and also a city reasonably resilient to immediate 
external challenges. People experience Sheffield very differently, as the city becomes 
more diverse and cosmopolitan. Sheffield is also a city where underlying social and 
economic inequalities persist.

Sheffield’s Population
Sheffield is a major city, although not at the heart of a major metropolitan conurbation. 
The recent publication of the Census reveals that 552,698 people lived in the Sheffield 
local authority area in 2011, and the city experienced an above national average 7.7% 
increase in its population since the previous Census in 2001. Sheffield is the third largest 
unitary local authority area in England, the largest being Birmingham (1,073,000) and Leeds 
(751,500). Sheffield was slightly larger than Bradford (522,500), Manchester city (503,100), 
Liverpool (466,400), Bristol (428,200) and Newcastle upon Tyne (280,200), although the 
Greater Manchester and West Midlands conurbations both had populations double the 
size of the South Yorkshire area. Approximately 1.3 million people live in the combined 
local authority areas of Sheffield, Rotherham, Doncaster and Barnsley.

2012 to 2013:  
what has been happening in Sheffield? 
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The population growth in Sheffield needs to be put in the context of every region in 
England and Wales increasing their populations between 2001 and 2011, with an average 
increase of 7.1%. The highest percentage increases were in London and the East of 
England. Two London authorities, Newham and Tower Hamlets, each grew by over 20%. 
The lowest regional increases were in the North East and North West, although the city 
of Manchester experienced the largest growth amongst the core cities.  

The number of households in Sheffield has also shown a steady growth over the period 
2007 to 2012, increasing 2.5% from 233,123 to 239,020 households. Growth in households 
occurred in all Core Cities over this time, but in Sheffield this was at a higher level than in 
Newcastle (+1.5%) and Liverpool (+1.3%), but less than Bristol (+5%) and Leeds (+3.2%). 
The link between population change and house stocks and prices is an important 
consideration. Along with other northern cities, house prices in Sheffield increased 
between 2000 and 2010 at a rate above the national average (a growth rate of +9% 
compared to GB at +8%), with the mean price rising from £63,310 to £149,600, although 
they have been largely stagnant over the last two years.

The growth in Sheffield’s population has resulted from increases in births, net inward 
migration and longer life expectancy. Resident live births in the city rose from 5,530 in 
2002 to 6,510 in 2010, with the largest increases occurring in the three wards of Firth 
Park, Southey and Burngreave. In 2010 Sheffield also had the highest proportion of its 
population aged 65 years or over (15.4%) compared to the other English Core Cities. 
The ethnic and cultural profile also continues to change, with the proportion of residents 
classifying themselves as non-British white growing from 11% in 2001 to 17% in 2009, with 
the largest proportional increases occurring in the East European, Indian and Chinese 
communities.

Population Change 2001 - 2011
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2012 TO 2013

A city resilient to external challenges
Reporting on the State of Sheffield last year through the descriptions of living, working 
and wellbeing revealed a city on the cusp of potentially important and long-term change. 
This wider context remains just as relevant today, and the condition of contemporary 
Sheffield has to be considered in the light of continued attempts to secure international 
economic stability and growth; and the need to address the local challenges arising from 
global environmental change.

The State of Sheffield 2012 was prepared at a time when the city and the UK more 
generally were facing considerable financial and economic uncertainty. Over the last year 
these conditions have remained as a backdrop to the changing circumstances of each 
and every individual and household in Sheffield.  In the summer of 2012 the U.K. economy 
remained in recession, after GDP shrank by 0.4% in the three months of April to June. 
Average earnings in the city increased slightly from £436 per week in 2011 to £441 per 
week in 2012 (1.2%).

Yet there is an impression that many of the positive attributes of the city – such as the 
recent economic diversification, the changing demographic profile, and the continued 
quality of life offer – have contributed to the amelioration of some of the worst impacts of 
these wider national and international circumstances on many people and communities 
in the city. 

Average Weekly Income in the Core Cities (£)

Average Weekly Income (£)
Source: NOMIS
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If anything, the performance of the city has become more like the rest of the UK, and 
perhaps more than ever linked to national economic conditions and influence of national 
government policies. Certainly, on many key indicators, Sheffield appears to be faring 
better than some areas within Birmingham, Manchester and the north east of England, 
and other areas in the region such as Hull and inner city areas of Leeds. The reasons for 
this are less than clear, and as might be expected, the city still compares relatively weakly 
against many of the urban areas in the South and East of England in respect to growth.

This contemporary picture can be seen in some headlines and comparisons of 
unemployment. In April 2012, the proportion of the working age population in Sheffield 
that were claiming Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) was 4.6%, virtually a fifth higher than the 
national average of 3.7%. When considered against other urban areas, only Leeds and 
Bristol had a lower proportion of JSA claimants, and levels were considerably higher in 
Birmingham (7.2%) and Liverpool (6.6%), and more than double the national average in 
Kingston-upon-Hull, Middlesborough and Hartlepool.

But a city still experiencing significant inequalities
Whilst the city as a whole may be adjusting more robustly than some other urban areas, this 
hides variations between different communities and individuals in Sheffield. The number of 
Job Seekers Allowance claimants decreased by 1% between November 2011 and November 
2012, compared to the average fall for England of 1.9%. Contrary to Sheffield, a high increase 
was experienced in Manchester (+3.8%), Newcastle (+3%), and Leeds (+1.4%). Yet rates 
of unemployment in autumn 2012 varied considerably across the different Parliamentary 
constituencies within Sheffield, with Hallam having an unemployment rate of 1.8%, whilst in 

Job Seekers Allowance claimants as a percentage of the working age
population (November 2012)
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2012 TO 2013

Brightside it was 7.9%, and rates in Heeley and Central were just over 6%. A further concern is 
the increase in the number of people claiming JSA who were aged between 18 and 24 years 
old, and of equal significance is the growing issue of long term (12 months+) unemployment 
which grew by 56% between November 2011 and November 2012.

Whilst the State of Sheffield in 2013 describes a city that appears to be reasonably resilient 
to external change, longstanding inequalities in health, differences in the daily experiences 
within the city’s diverse communities, and severe individual deprivation for a minority remain. 
Long term trends in the structure of the population – longer life expectancy, patterns of 
inward migration and birth rates – also continue along with the changes in the demands on 
public and personal services that arise from these trends. Information from key stakeholders 
across the city indicate that poverty, unemployment and cuts in public sector provision are all 
beginning to have an impact on some of our most vulnerable residents, as demonstrated by 
the growth in the number of food banks in Sheffield, an increase in fuel poverty, and increased 
homelessness. 

Some other challenges to our way of life
Despite some increases in more sustainable behaviours and patterns of daily life, we are 
still a city seemingly locked into an increasing use of the car and patterns of consumption 
that are characterised by relatively high levels of carbon and waste. There is a need to 
make our city more adaptable and resilient to extremes of weather e.g. flooding, with 
considerable work underway on the River Don to this end - but the city will also be affected 
by the predicted extreme rainfall patterns. 

Change in JSA Claimants Nov 2011 - Nov 2012
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Offering more encouragement, the city has maintained its profile as a ‘safe city’. Crime 
figures show  a significant reduction in the last 5 years, with 23,966 fewer crimes reported 
to the police in Sheffield in 2011/12 compared with 2006/07.  Of the eight Core Cities, 
Sheffield had the lowest level of violent crime in 2011/12, and was significantly better than 
England as a whole.

Culture is also a vital part of the city’s identity and a central element of the city’s national 
and international reputation. Sheffield’s cultural credentials are impressive with an annual 
investment of over £35m, the largest theatre complex outside London, the largest 
independent cinema in the UK, networks of artists and creative entrepreneurs, significant 
investment in creative workspaces, and a wide-ranging programme of local, national 
and international events. However Sheffield has experienced significant changes to its 
cultural funding in the last year, and discussion is underway across the city in regard to the 
future cultural and sporting offer in the city. At present, the Sheffield offer remains strong, 
with events such as the Tramlines music festival, the business event MADE, Doc/Fest, 
Off the Shelf, The Children’s Media Conference, Art Sheffield and International Snooker 
providing a range of experiences.

What are the major factors influencing the city in 2013?
These trends set a scene for this year’s State of Sheffield report, but of equal importance 
are the immediate to short term changes that the city will undergo in the next five years 
as a result of a range of national government policies. Particularly significant are reforms 
of the welfare system, cuts to public sector budgets, reforms in health, education and 
schools policy, local economic development and planning, and the setting of shared 
environmental targets.

These challenges to Sheffield 
are those also faced by all other 
cities across the UK, yet there will 
be differences in how individual 
cities and regions are affected, 
and there can be variety in their 
ability to respond. This report 
presents an analysis on the 
state of Sheffield’s environment, 
economy, jobs and opportunities, 
attainment and equalities, and as 
it does so, it makes reference to 
the other Core Cities of England 
in an attempt to tease out what 
is distinctive about Sheffield in 
2013, and what changes are part 
of wider trends and processes.

Crucible and Lyceum Theatres
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SUSTAINABILITY

Sheffield is a city that is perceived to offer a good quality of life, particularly in terms of the 
general physical environment that surrounds the city and the many green spaces that exist 
within the city. Yet there is now clear evidence that our climate is already changing, and the 
future will be about adapting Sheffield to a different environmental future, and mitigating 
the impacts of global ecological change. Many of the significant factors that contribute to a 
sustainable environment remain largely invisible – the quality of the air, the release of carbon 
into the atmosphere, the use of energy. 

The impacts of changes in our environmental conditions are also often not in the forefront of 
peoples’ minds or experiences in Sheffield, nor in many other areas of the UK or other English 
cities. Impacts of environmental changes are often long term, made up of small incremental 
or indirect changes, or experienced through extreme but infrequent events. However the 
cumulative outcome of these changes potentially have far reaching consequences for the 
very basic conditions of urban living – such as secure buildings and the cost and availability 
of energy, fuel and  foodstuffs. Any detrimental outcomes are likely to affect neighbourhoods 
and individuals differently, and potentially significant impacts will be experienced over time in 
respect to peoples’ health and the viability of businesses.

The evidence in this section of the report seeks to address issues where environmental 
changes interact with the daily lives of people living and working in Sheffield. It consequently 
concentrates on how the city is attempting to deal with the demands to reduce carbon 
emissions, to deal with the negative outcomes that come from pollution, in particular the 
quality of air, to adapt to climate change and the positive advantages that can come from 
collective responses to waste recycling.

Carbon Emissions
In the context of moving to a low carbon future, and in terms of tackling climate change, cities 
present huge environmental challenges. Yet they also offer huge opportunities, because they 
act as centres of innovation, can offer economies of scale in technology deployment and access 
to capital, and also play a major role due to their direct responsibility for the production or 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions – for example through transport, energy generation, 
land use planning and waste collection and disposal.

The level of CO2 emissions is one way to measure the environmental health of a city. It is 
also a good way to judge how ‘green’ a city is and the size of its carbon footprint. Nearly 
all cities have a lower per capita level of emissions than the national average. The effects of 
the recession and subsequent weak performance of the economy can also be seen in the 

How is Sheffield becoming more sustainable 
to live and work in?
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most recent data for CO2 emissions for 
cities. From 2008 to 2009 every city in the 
UK reduced their level of emissions, and 
the UK as a whole reduced the total CO2 
emissions per capita from 8.2 tonnes in 
2008 to 7.4 tonnes in 2009.

The top 20 cities in the UK by population 
size are responsible for more than 20% of 
national carbon emissions and more than 
20% of energy consumption, so actions 
taken in these cities could be vital in 
meeting the UK national target of 80% 
reduction on 1990 levels by 2050. Research 
also shows that more densely populated 
cities are more carbon and energy 
efficient, in per capita terms, than less 
densely populated cities. Cities, because 
of their concentrations of populations, 
can encourage walking and support 
extensive public transport systems, and can also have a direct impact in terms of climate 
change action due to their catalytic effect on stakeholders in the private sector and  
civil society.

Emissions in Sheffield compare favourably with the other Core Cities (all around 6 tonnes per 
capita), and are better than Barnsley and Doncaster and the largest emitters such as Milton 
Keynes (7.4 tonnes) and Middlesbrough (22.6 tonnes). Sheffield’s carbon emissions fell from 7.3 
to 5.7 tonnes per capita between 2005 and 2010. Reductions were lowest for road transport 
(7.5%) and largest for industry and commerce (25%). The latter now accounts for 45% of all 
emissions. These differences reflect such factors as travel patterns, and the industrial and 
business composition of cities. 

There are compelling reasons for Sheffield to pursue a low carbon agenda. Not only from 
an environmental perspective, but recent research on the economics of low carbon cities 
has shown that, at commercial costs of capital, cost-effective and cost-neutral investments 
in energy demand reduction could deliver 40% reductions in greenhouse gas emissions 
from cities by 2020. In addition, wider benefits such as enhanced competiveness, increased 
employment and reductions in fuel poverty could be achieved.  The ‘Mini-Stern Review’ of the 
Sheffield City Region states that the economy is worth £26 billion a year, and has an energy 
bill of £3.4 billion a year, which is forecast to grow to £4.59 billion by 2022. However, the report 
shows that the energy bill could be cut by between £723 million (61%) and £1.02 billion (86%) 
by investments in energy efficient and low carbon options. The investment required to realize 
these reductions in energy and carbon footprints could also have wider economic benefits, 
with the City Region potentially benefitting from the generation of between 3,029 and  
6,189 jobs.

Crucible and Lyceum Theatres
Park Square
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After responding to 
energy price increases

Plus supply of lower 
carbon electricity

Plus exploitation of 
the profitable options 

Plus exploitation of 
the no net cost options

1990 2022

Potential to reduce CO2 emissions
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1.4% of GVA could be 
profitably invested, every 
year for ten years, to exploit 
commercially attractive 
energy efficiency and low 
carbon opportunities.

Tomorrow

Investing 1.4% 
of GVA p.a. Leads to...

13% of 
GVA leaks out 

of the 
economy

Energy 
reductions in the energy bill equalling 2% of GVA

Financial viability
five years for measures to pay for themselves

Employment 
more jobs and skills in low carbon goods and services

Wider economic benefits
energy security, increased competitiveness, extra GVA  

Wider social benefits
reductions in fuel poverty, improvements in health

Today
13% of city-scale GVA leaves the 
local economy every year through 
payment of the energy bill. This is 
forecast to grow significantly by 2022.

The Economics of a Low Carbon 
Sheffield City Region

The Economics of Low Carbon Cities:  
A Mini Stern Review for the Sheffield City Region 

Executive Summary

What is the most effective and efficient way to decarbonise a city? 
There are hundreds of low carbon options available and, although 
they present a significant opportunity to reduce energy bills and  
carbon footprints, there is often a lack of reliable information on 
their performance. The higher levels of risk and uncertainty that 
emerge as a result of this lack of reliable information can be a  
major barrier to action, making it hard to develop a political,  
a business or a social case for investment in low carbon options. 

In an attempt to address this problem, this report 
reviews the cost and carbon effectiveness of a  
wide range of the low carbon options that could  
be applied at the local level in households, industry, 
commerce and transport. It then explores the scope  
for their deployment, the associated investment  
needs, financial returns and carbon savings, and  
the implications for the economy and employment. 

It does this for the Sheffield City Region (SCR),  
an area with a population of 1.8 million, an  
economy worth £26 billion a year and an energy  
bill of £3.4 billion a year. Whilst highlighting the very 
significant and commercially viable opportunities for 
the decarbonisation of the Sheffield City Region – and 
the potential economic benefits associated with these –  
the report also recognises the scale of the challenge, 
the need for investment and the requirement for 
investment vehicles and delivery mechanisms that  
can exploit the potential for significant change. 

The Sheffield City  
Region is an area with 
a population of nearly 

1.8 million, an economy 
worth £26 billion a year 

and an energy bill of  
£3.4 billion a year. 

5The Economics of Low Carbon Cities

Source: The Economies of Low Carbon Cities – A Mini-Stern Review for the Sheffield City Region, 2012
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Waste
In 2011/12, the average residual waste per household in Sheffield was 595 kilograms. This 
was a 19% decrease in the previous level in 2007/8, a trend that also occurred in all other 
Core Cities. Only Birmingham (656 kg per household) and Liverpool (629 kg) had households 
generating more residual waste, but Sheffield’s improvement was only bettered by Leeds (a 
reduction of 23%) and Manchester (28% reduction).  All Core Cities, except Newcastle, have 
also seen an increase in the amount of household waste recycled or composted between 
2007/8 and 2011/12, but Sheffield’s increase is the smallest, and only Liverpool recycled or 
composted a smaller share of their household waste than Sheffield in 2011/12 (26% compared 
to 29% in this city). Partly as a result of the incineration of waste in the city, Sheffield does have 
one of the lowest levels of municipal waste that is land filled (less than 15%), contrasted with 
Leeds that sent 62% of municipal waste to land fill in 2011/12.

Sheffield has one of the largest district heating systems in the UK, powered through an energy 
recovery facility that burns the city’s non-recyclable waste. Each year this generates 21 MWh 
of electricity, and currently provides space heating and hot water to over 140 public buildings 
and 3,000 homes across the city, reducing the city’s CO2 emissions by 21,000 tonnes a year. 
Engineers from the University of Sheffield have mapped out a possible expansion of the 
network which could reduce Sheffield’s annual CO2 emissions by a further 80,000 tonnes.
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Air quality
Sheffield aspires to be a city where health inequalities are eliminated and air is healthy for 
all to breathe. Currently, air pollution impacts negatively on Sheffield people’s health and 
economy as well as contributing to climate change.  It has recently been estimated to account 
for up to 500 premature deaths per year in Sheffield.  Sheffield reflects the national picture, in 
that air quality is generally improving. However in many areas, near the motorway and within 
the busy urban centre, it has not improved, with some places seeing air quality worsening. 
Reflecting national trends and the conditions in many other major cities in the UK, Sheffield 
currently breaches UK and European Union thresholds for air quality.

Air pollution has short and long term health impacts, particularly for respiratory and 
cardiovascular health, including increased hospital admissions. The impact on life expectancy 
and ill health is unequal, with more effects on the young, the old and those with pre-existing 
heart and lung conditions. For individuals who are particularly sensitive and exposed to the 
most elevated levels of air pollution, the reduction in life expectancy is estimated to be as 
high as nine years. Overall the adverse effects of pollution are such that it has a bigger impact 
on life expectancy than road traffic accidents and passive smoking. 

Air pollution also has economic health costs of around £160 million per year to society (i.e. 
the impact on Sheffield’s economy as a result of lost working days). This is likely to be a 
conservative estimate because these figures do not take account of health conditions 
linked to air quality such as chronic lung and heart related problems, or secondary costs 
to wider services and families. As well as direct effects, these pollutants can be transported 
great distances by weather systems, and combine in the atmosphere to form ozone, a 
harmful air pollutant and potent greenhouse gas. This contributes to our wider impact on  
climate change.

Botanical Gardens
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 The cause of air pollution in the City is largely due to both road transport and industry, and 
to a lesser extent, other processes that burn fossil fuels, such as commercial or domestic 
heating systems (e.g. gas boilers).  The City Council monitoring data shows that overall 2011 
traffic levels in the city centre were very similar to those recorded in 1993 (279,504 vehicle 
trips compared to 284,521 in 2011). While tram trips showed growth, bus and coach trips 
declined (14,223 in 1993 to 9,409 in 2011). There were fewer heavy diesel vehicles, such as 
lorries and buses, but more cars, taxis and light vans were entering and leaving the city centre. 
One response to these tends has been to promote investment in the infrastructure for gas 
refuelling for heavier vehicles and the infrastructure for electric cars and vans. The latter 
involves smaller businesses working with E.ON, The Meadowhall Centre, Waitrose, and both 
universities. These measures and the recently agreed Air Quality action plan can improve air 
quality in the city as well as reduce dependency on fossil fuels and reduce carbon emissions. 
Sheffield City Council is actively reviewing options for a low emission zone as a policy tool to 
promote low emission vehicles to ensure air quality improves where it is at its worst to protect 
the health of those who live and work in the city.

Graves Park
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Whilst all businesses have to be mindful of the long term outcomes of climate change, 
they are more immediately seeking to respond to economic conditions of recession and 
austerity. During 2011/12 the UK economy has continued to struggle and recovery from 
the recession of 2008/09 has been much slower than from the recessions of the 1980s and 
1990s. These broader performances overlay an increasing economic divergence in cities 
and urban areas across the UK. In the longer term, economic trends such as globalisation 
and technological change mean that competing with emerging economies will become 
even harder. The UK and the core cities will increasingly need to compete in higher-
value, knowledge intensive markets and produce and deliver services ‘smarter’. However, 
comparative evidence suggests that many former industrial cities such as Sheffield do 
not have the clear advantages of scale or particular niche strengths that can drive such 
economic performance and growth. Ensuring wealth creation and growth in the export 
base is also associated with employment creation remains difficult. 

In the short term all UK cities will need to grapple with weak economic growth, increasing 
demands on services and cuts to public sector budgets and workforce. It is widely argued 
that the weak performance of the national economy in 2011, the ongoing financial 
uncertainties in the Euro-zone and the global economy, declining wages and cuts in the 
public sector mean supporting private sector growth and jobs in all cities is more critical 
than ever. Whilst employment has been rising and unemployment falling in 2012, output 
has contracted. In the city this might suggest more subtle re-adjustments being made in 
the local economy through the labour market, such as part-time working, and through 
particular consumer patterns, such as the effect of student expenditure. The economic 
influence of cities also extends beyond their physical or administrative boundaries, and we 
need to understand the inter-dependence between different urban areas, and between 
urban areas and their surroundings. Here the Sheffield City Region and the principle urban 
area of Sheffield-Rotherham form the bases for the analysis of data.

Sheffield’s Economic Performance
It is a commonly held view that Sheffield’s economic performance has been improving in 
recent times.  Indeed, Sheffield’s economy has been significantly transformed over the 
last 20 years, as shown by the increased exports to emerging economies. Much of this 
change has come from the diversification of the business base, as the city’s economy has 
moved from a declining post-industrial city to a growing knowledge-based economy 
with a wide range of business sectors. Over the last 20 years substantial improvement 
has been made across a range of economic indicators. Gross value added (GVA) has 
increased. GVA is an overall indicator of the dynamics of the economy: how much it 

How are Sheffield  
businesses creating growth?
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produces; wage levels; productivity of the work 
force; and the mix of the city’s main sectors. All 
these impact on the overall output or ‘value 
added’ produced by an economy. Employment 
and skills levels have also improved, and the 
city has developed some sector strengths. It is 
widely argued that the look and feel of the city, 
and its quality of life and place has never been 
stronger for many people.

However, further analyses suggest that Sheffield 
is not yet fulfilling its full economic potential. 
The strength and productivity of many sectors 
and businesses are below the national average and, whilst the city experienced a period of 
strong private sector expansion from 2000 to 2005, job growth was heavily reliant on the public 
sector in the pre-recession period. In 2009, Sheffield’s GVA stood at £9.578 billion. If the GVA 
per head in Sheffield was equal to GVA per head nationally, then Sheffield’s GVA would equal 
£11.212 billion, indicating a ‘prosperity gap’ of £1.63 billion. Research funded by the Skills 
Enhancement Fund produced a set of economic forecasts for the Sheffield City Region that 
indicated that total GVA is expected to increase by 2015, at a rate below the national average 
but broadly in line with the forecast for Yorkshire & Humber. It is foreseen that the growth will 
vary between sectors, with the largest growth in construction and some services.

Sheffield’s productivity (measured by GVA per worker) is £39,330, compared with Core Cities and 
national averages of £41,440 and £46,840 respectively. This analysis shows the factors that drive 
business productivity and competitiveness such as innovation, international trade, investment 
and skills are all areas for improvement in the city. Patent information can give an insight into 
the increasing importance of innovation to future economic growth. Sheffield did not have the 
levels of patent activity of Cambridge in 2010, by far the city with the highest innovation rate 
by this measure (113 patents granted per 100,000 residents).  However the Sheffield rate of 8.1 
patents per capita was near the UK average of 8.5, and although Sheffield was ranked 27th 
out of 64 urban areas in the UK in registering patents, it had the second highest level of patent 
activity within the group of Core Cities, with only Bristol having a higher rate.

Sheffield’s Business Community
Strong city economies depend on the dynamism of businesses and entrepreneurs.  
The number of businesses in a city and the rates at which businesses are starting up and 
closing down are key indicators of the health of the city’s economy. Overall, the UK lost almost 
9,000 businesses from 2010 to 2011, around 0.4% of the total business stock. Whilst Sheffield 
experienced an increase in its business stock over the last ten years, particularly during the 
period 2000-2005, the city saw a larger drop in its stock than the national average between 
2010 and 2011 and, taking into account population size, the city lost 5% of its business stock 
compared to a UK reduction of 3.7%.

DLA Piper Offices, 1 St Paul’s Place
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Across the UK more businesses closed than started in 2010, a churn rate of minus 2.7%, with 
only Aberdeen experiencing more business starts than closures. In the Sheffield area, the 
churn rate was minus 4.6%, partly as a result of a low business start-up rate. Sheffield was 
ranked as 53rd out of 64 urban areas, with the highest start-up rates being in London, Brighton 
and Milton Keynes. Perhaps more worryingly, accounting for population size differences, the 
gap between the top and bottom cities has widened in terms of start-ups, with the three 
highest ranked areas having twice as 
many start-ups as Sheffield. Business 
density in the city remains low at 
276 per 10,000 residents, comparing 
poorly against the Core Cities 
average of 298 and 385 nationally. As 
a consequence, Sheffield still lacks a 
scale of business presence compared 
to other UK cities and metropolitan 
areas in respect to many indicators 
such as the size and performance 
of growth sectors, an export base, 
the presence of major companies, 
and a vibrant and fast growing 
entrepreneurial base. Traditionally 
the business sector is undersized 
for a city of this population, and 
continues to be so.

Change in Business Stock (2010 - 2011)
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Advanced Manufacturing Research Centre (Bond Bryan Architects)
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Sheffield is primarily a small and medium sized enterprise (SME) economy, with 95% of VAT/
PAYE registered businesses employing fewer than 50 employees. This is broadly in line with 
both the national average and other Core Cities. More than half of Sheffield companies 
conduct at least 80% of their business in the city itself, ensuring that the city’s starts ups and 
growth in small businesses is clearly linked to the future creation of employment for local 
people. Although the level of micro business start-ups (mainly sole traders) in Sheffield has 
improved in recent years, too few of these businesses are growing beyond the VAT threshold. 
This is compounded by the recession which has seen the number of start-ups in the city 
reduce significantly and, as survival rates are lower due to the economic climate, the business 
base in the city is at risk of being eroded. However, the resilience of businesses and their 
ability to grow is the main issue for the city in terms of building a strong pipeline of new 
businesses. Sheffield has fewer businesses in higher value, higher skilled sectors than other 
major UK cities, which is likely to suppress the level of GVA being produced in Sheffield and 
weaken competitiveness nationally and internationally.

Job growth in pre-recession Sheffield was strong with jobs in the city increasing by 22% 
between 1995 and 2008. The expansion of the public sector was a key part of this growth 
with over half (52%) of the jobs created in the public sector. In Sheffield private sector growth 
was strong through 2000-2005, led by the business and financial services as well as growth in 
retail, real estate and software consultancy services. Private sector employment then fell by 
an average of 2% per year between 2006 and 2008, even before the recession hit. In 2011, 
185,908 people worked in the private sector in Sheffield, and 57,367 were employed in the 
public sector, a private/public ratio of 3.2. This compares to the GB average ratio of 3.9, whilst 
only Leeds (3.6) and Nottingham (3.3) had higher ratios of the Core Cities. Newcastle (2.2) 
and Liverpool (2.6) had the lowest ratios. Furthermore, between 2010 and 2011, private sector 
employment increased by 0.4% in Great Britain as a whole, but in Sheffield it fell by 0.1%, one 
of only two Core Cities to see a decline in this period, the other being Bristol.
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The city still has a strong manufacturing base, with over 1,300 VAT/PAYE registered businesses 
in this sector, 8% of all businesses, the highest proportion of the Core Cities and higher than 
the UK average of 6%. Sheffield has strengths in some high value sectors, namely: advanced 
manufacturing and materials, creative and digital industries, healthcare technologies and 
energy, environmental and low carbon industries. A recent report by Centre for Cities highlights 
that although these high value sectors may not be mass job creators, they are important in 
terms of their contribution to the city’s productivity and add significant value to the economy. 
The report also recognises the importance and pre-eminence of advanced manufacturing 
in Sheffield City Region, and highlights that this strength underpins the development of our 
other high value sectors. 

The report highlights that in comparison to other cities, Sheffield has a lower density of the 
important business, financial and professional services. Only 21% of VAT/PAYE registered 
Sheffield businesses were in this sector, compared to 23% in the UK, 26% in Leeds and 28% 
in Manchester. This sector comprises a wide range of activities, including accountancy, legal, 
financial services and telecommunications and has been a consistent driver of growth for 
the UK economy. While Sheffield experienced significant growth in the sector, particularly 
from 2000-2005, this growth started from a low base and saw the city catching up as part 
of the city’s wider economic restructuring. The sector plays an integral role in creating the 
environment for the economy generally, serving local people and businesses in other sectors 
as well as being significant in its own right. 

Ratio of private to public sector employment (2011)
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Future Investment
Attracting and building strong companies, that go further than serving the local population, 
focusing on national and international markets can be a powerful tool to bring investment, jobs 
and economic growth into the city region. Sheffield has seen some success: for example, the city is 
currently home to blue chip companies Aviva, Capita Group, Virgin Media, BT, DSGI, PWC, HSBC, 
Sky, HBOS and Carillion, and a growing number of national and local companies with international 
reach such as Bond Bryan, Lambert Smith Hampton, Barber Harrison Platt, PKF, Grant Thornton, 
and Nabarro. In Sheffield, these companies have shared service centres, contact centres and 
business process outsourcing centres across a range of activities, including sales and customer 
services, pensions and life administration, accountancy and finance, and IT development and 
service support. There is also a strong legal sector within the city, with many local firms operating 
at an international level including DLA Piper, Irwin Mitchell, Hill Dickinson, HLW Keeble Hawson, 
and Taylor & Emmet LLP. Although Sheffield has a good base of firms in this sector, given the 
city’s size and population the scale of the sector is still below the national average, reflecting the 
general under-sizing of the Sheffield business base.

To summarise, businesses in Sheffield provided 243,275 jobs in 2011. The share of total employment 
in the private sector was 76%, compared with the core city average of 75%. At 78%, only Leeds has 
a higher share of private sector employment. At 15%, Knowledge Intensive Business employment 
in Sheffield is slightly higher than Britain as a whole (12%), although considerably lower than both 
Manchester (25%) and Leeds (21%). Similarly, the share of manufacturing employment in Sheffield 
was 10%, above the national average (9%) and the highest of the core cities. Perhaps more tellingly, 
the number of jobs per head of population was lowest in Sheffield (0.44) compared to all other 
core cities: Nottingham was highest at 0.66 and Birmingham and Liverpool were next lowest at 
0.45 and 0.49, respectively.

Job Density: Employment by head of population (2011)
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The national increase in unemployment in recent years has played out very differently 
across the UK. While some areas such as Hull and Grimsby have seen large rises in Job 
Seekers Allowance (JSA) claimant count rates, others such as Cambridge and York have 
seen relatively small increases, but all areas have rates higher than those at the start of 
2008. Cities with a larger proportion of residents in basic skilled jobs and a greater share of 
manufacturing have seen the largest increases. Urban areas with higher concentrations of 
jobs in the knowledge intensive services have seen smallest increases. 

This suggests that the post-2008 downturn has accelerated the broad changes that were 
occurring already within our city economies. In Sheffield the JSA claimant count has 
increased by 2.4 percentage points since February 2008, one of the highest amongst Core 
City areas. In total, 17,627 people were claiming Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) in June 2012, 
an increase of 606 (+3.6%) on July 2011, representing 4.7% of the working age population. 

The 2011 Census shows that some 552,698 people live in the city of Sheffield. Based on 
the Office of National Statistics definition, 411,004 (74%) were of a working age (16 to 74 
years old). For the majority of these people it might be expected that paid employment 
provides both an essential income and an opportunity to achieve individual aspirations. 
Although 140,765 (34%) of those of working age were ‘economically inactive’ in 2011, the 
majority were either students, long term sick, looking after family or home, or retired. The 
2012 Annual Population Survey suggests around 30% of economically inactive people in 
Sheffield expressed a desire to have a job. The proportion of the working age population 
claiming Incapacity Benefit/ESA has been persistently high since the 1990s even in the 
years of a buoyant economy. These people are those most likely to be vulnerable to the 
experience of poverty and need support to with mental health conditions and disabilities 
to access the labour market.

What opportunities does the Sheffield economy currently offer those seeking a job or 
desiring employment, and how is this changing? Although Sheffield remains an under-
sized economy, many residents of Sheffield have benefitted from the transformation of the 
city over the last decade, as well as taking up opportunities in the wider city region and 
even beyond. An assessment of current and future job opportunities at this point of time 
therefore needs to take into account the immediate impacts and consequences of recession 
and austerity, but also the longer term trends in the labour market, as ways of working and 
the composition of industrial sectors and occupations within Sheffield continue to change. 
Of particular importance is the significant role that skills and qualifications play in creating 
individual access to job opportunities and underpin the success of individual businesses 
and the city economy more generally.

What are the new opportunities  
for employment?
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Despite a general weak economic performance nationally, the UK employment rate, the 
proportion of those of working age in employment, is around 65%. The Annual Population 
Survey shows that some 64% people in Sheffield (aged 16-64) were in paid work. Sheffield 
saw a small decrease in the employment rate over the last year, although, of the core cities, 
only Nottingham and Liverpool experienced an increase. Male and female employment 
rates, at 68% and 60% respectively, were also above the Core Cities’ averages but below 
the national rates.

The jobs of the future
Urban areas already contain 58% of GB private sector employment, so cities will be the 
places where the vast majority of new jobs are likely to be created in the immediate future, 
although in a city such as Sheffield this has to be off-set by further public sector job losses. 
It is also important to consider that even when basic factors are in place to support people 
into work, things like the lack of recent or relevant work experience, physical or mental 
health issues, low skills levels, and the cost or lack of realistic travel and childcare options 
can significantly affect their chances of employment. For example, evidence shows that 
60% of long term claimants have no formal qualifications, and that around 10,000 people 
are out of work due to mental health conditions.

The Skills Enhancement Fund (SEF) suggested that future job growth in Sheffield is expected 
to keep pace with the national rate over the period up to 2015. Nearly 58,000 workers are 
expected to be recruited by 2015 as a result of economic change and transformational 
projects such as the Advanced Manufacturing Park. In addition new opportunities will arise 
through replacement demand, for example, a large proportion of the workers in the ‘metals 
sub-sector’ are over 55 years old, and are likely to retire by 2020. 

The low carbon sector is also likely to be an important source of new opportunities, with 
6,200 new jobs expected over the next ten years. These arise from emerging sectors 
and their supply chains, changes in existing sectors such as the demand for low carbon 
construction and eco-retrofitting; and growing demand for low carbon and environmental 
goods and services. There are opportunities for growth in conventional green sectors 
including renewable energy generation, recycling and waste management as well as other 
sectors as they develop greener alternatives, for example, transport (low emission vehicles) 
and construction (retrofitting buildings).

Currently the majority of job opportunities in the Sheffield City Region appear to be 
characterised by existing sectors and occupations often associated with labour turnover 
and churn. In July 2012, 3,939 vacancies were notified to Jobcentre Plus, a 37% increase 
over July 2011, a year ago. Top occupations notified were sales representatives, call centre 
agents/operators, and then care assistants and home carers, goods handling and storage 
jobs, HGV drivers, catering assistants, sports and leisure assistants, cleaners and domestics, 
and telephone salespersons. These broadly matched onto the occupations sought by JSA 
claimants, with some higher demand for labouring and general office assistant occupations. 
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And the jobs we are in now
In 2012, around 783,600 people were working in the Sheffield City Region, made up of 
those in employment, self-employed, government-supported trainees and HM Forces. The 
job density for the City Region, the ratio of total jobs to the population aged 16 to 64 years 
old, was 0.67, compared to a ratio nationally of 0.71. On this basis it might be argued that 
there are not enough jobs available for local people to work. 

For those in work, 80% were employed in service sectors, although the proportion of 
manufacturing jobs in the city region (13%) was higher than the national average. Within 
Sheffield itself, over 7,500 people were still employed in metals related industries in 2010 
(37% of manufacturing employment in the city).  The city region had a smaller proportion 
of jobs in the finance, business and technical services (16%) than either the region (18%) or 
Great Britain (22%). In Sheffield, some 37,000 jobs (15%) were in the retail, food and drink 
serving sectors, over 24,000 were working in the hospital and medical sector (10%), and 
over 8,000 people worked on temporary contracts with employment agencies.
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In respect to occupations, 43% of employed people worked in managerial, professional or 
technical occupations in 2010, compared to the average in England of 44%, and 18% were 
employed in caring and customer service occupations compared to 17% nationally. Strong 
gender differences also prevailed, with proportionately fewer men employed in technical 
occupations (such as Laboratory technicians) than in England as a whole, although there were 
more employed in professional occupations, in skilled trades and working as plant / machine 
operatives. Differences in occupations undertaken by women showed an underrepresentation 
of female managers in 2012 compared to the average in England, with 32% of women 
employed in caring and customer service occupations compared to 7% of men.

An increasing number of people aspire to set up their businesses or to be entrepreneurs. 
In 2012, 21,600 people were self employed (6% of the economically active compared to 
9% in England). Proportionately more men were self employed than women (13% and 5% 
respectively), and both at lower levels than national average, but male self employment had 
declined since 2006 (-6%) whilst female self employment had increased (+63%). This might 
reflect the role of individual tradesmen in the city’s construction sector over this period, and 
perhaps more permanently in the Sheffield labour market.

The importance of Skills
The city region faces a number of economic challenges, responding both to the needs 
of growing sectors and those affected by employment decline in the public sector and 
manufacturing. At the heart of these changes will be how qualifications and skills can offer 
people seeking employment the opportunities to gain access to any future jobs created. 
Sheffield’s skills profile has improved significantly since 2005 and now compares well with 
the national averages and outperforms most core cities at National Vocational Qualification 
levels 2, 3 and 4 (NVQ – see below). For example, 32.5% of Sheffield’s working age population 
is now qualified to NVQ level 4 or above and 69.5% at NVQ level 2 or above, compared to 
32.7% and 69.5% nationally.
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However, Sheffield’s private sector has a lower density of jobs utilising high level skills than 
other cities and the city is more dependent on the public sector for high skill employment 
opportunities. 46% of high skilled jobs in Sheffield are in the public sector, much higher than 
other cities and nationally where it is 36%. The ratio of high skilled jobs to low skilled jobs in 
the private sector is one of the lowest across the Core Cities at 1.06, compared to the national 
average 1.25

As 70% of the existing workforce is already employed in businesses, it is pertinent to ask if 
businesses currently have the staff with the intermediate and technical skills needed to prevent 
skills gaps and to support growth. A total of 899 businesses in the Sheffield City Region took 
part in a survey to identify the skills they expect to require over the next three years and 
beyond. Businesses indicated that their skills requirements will remain static, with most stating 
that there will be no change in the importance of particular skills types over the next three 
years. Any increases were likely to occur in IT / software skills and technical / practical skills. 

Competence that involves the application of knowledge in the performance 
of a range of varied work activities, most of which are routine and predictable: 
foundation GNVQ, three to four GCSEs at grades D-E, BTEC first certificate.

Competence that involves the application of knowledge in a significant range 
of varied work activities, performed in a variety of contexts. Collaboration 
with others, perhaps through membership of a work group or team, is often a 
requirement: four or five GCSEs at grades A*- C, BTEC first diploma.

Competence that involves the application of knowledge in a broad range 
of varied work activities performed in a wide variety of contexts, most of 
which are complex and non-routine. There is considerable responsibility and 
autonomy and control or guidance of others is often required: two or more 
A Levels, BTEC Ordinary National Diploma (OND), City & Guilds Advanced 
Craft.

Competence that involves the application of knowledge in a broad range 
of complex, technical or professional work activities performed in a variety 
of contexts and with a substantial degree of personal responsibility and 
autonomy. Responsibility for the work of others and the allocation of resources 
is often present: Undergraduate degree, BTEC Higher National Certificate 
(HNC) or Higher National Diploma (HND), or City & Guilds Full Technological 
Certificate / Diploma.

Competence that involves the application of a range of fundamental 
principles across a wide and often unpredictable variety of contexts. Very 
substantial personal autonomy and often significant responsibility for the work 
of others and for the allocation of substantial resources features strongly, as do 
personal accountabilities for analysis, diagnosis, design, planning, execution 
and evaluation: Post-graduate degree, PGC, Master’s degree, PhD.
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NVQ  
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The types of qualifications seen as important varied between business sectors, but industry 
standard qualifications, NVQs, GCSEs and apprenticeships were seen as important by 40% 
of businesses. 

As the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) points out, of absolutely critical 
importance to workforce development is the level of employer investment in skills. In 2010 
less than half of all employers (49%) had a skills budget and had trained at least one member 
of staff. The result is a low skills equilibrium where expectations are low in terms of both the 
skills that employers expect to find in the available workforce and the level of investment in 
training that they are prepared to make. The result is weak innovation, poor receptiveness to 
new technologies and, as a consequence, low productivity and weak competitiveness which, 
in turn leads to a low value local economy and lower than average wage levels.

Analysis also shows that Sheffield’s highly skilled population is not sufficiently penetrating the 
private sector. Sheffield benefits from two highly reputable universities that together produce 
12,000 graduates annually in a wide range of disciplines. However, many of these graduates 
are not utilised by the city’s SME’s. Around 75% of businesses in the SCR do not currently 
employ graduates and have no plans to do so over the next three years, although this varies 
by sector and company size, with large companies three times as likely as micro-businesses to 
employ graduates. Generally businesses in the Sheffield City Region were slightly less likely 
than the regional average to employ graduates in roles requiring graduate level skills

Sheffield has made significant progress since 2005, increasing the percentage of people with 
high level skills (NVQ level 4 or above) from 25.2% to 32.5%. However, there is growing evidence 
that more intermediate and technical level 3 skills are also needed in the labour market, and 
this is the section in the skills profile where improvements have been static. Apprenticeships 
are an example of this skills level.  Apprenticeships were employed by just under 25% of 
the businesses surveyed, a higher proportion than in other parts of the region. Small and 
micro-businesses were significantly less likely to employ apprenticeships, although a higher 
proportion of these businesses in Sheffield were planning to do so over the next three years. 
Businesses in manufacturing, construction, 
communications and low carbon sectors were 
most likely to do so. Apprenticeship take-up 
was low in sectors such as health, arts and 
culture and hospitality, as well as amongst 
smaller companies. 

The challenge of Youth Unemployment
At a point of time when youth unemployment 
is becoming a growing challenge with long 
term consequences for those who suffer it, it 
is significant that employers, when asked, are 
clear that they need people who are ready for 

Hillsborough College
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work and who can perform in the workplace. At one level that is about basic employability 
skills – numeracy, literacy, the ability to turn up on time and get on with the job. At another 
level, it is about the transferable skills (such as showing initiative, good interpersonal skills, 
the ability to learn, creativity, team working and good customer service skills) that make 
employees productive and successful in the workplace.

Among the reasons cited why young people are disadvantaged in the labour market is that 
they often, in comparison to older workers, lack the skills, experience, job-seeking insights 
and networks relevant to gain access to available employment opportunities. Evidence shows 
statistically significant positive relationships exist between the number of employer contacts 
(such as careers talks or work experience) that a young person experiences at school between 
the ages of 14 and 19 years old and their confidence in progression towards ultimate career 
goals; the likelihood that they are a NEET at 19 to 24 years old; and their earnings if salaried. 

Data on apprenticeship starts supplied by the National Apprenticeship Service up to July 
2012 shows that nationally starts increased in the last three years by 83%. In same period 
Sheffield resident starts increased by 55%, from 3,324 to 5,157, but the number of 16-18 year 
old starts fell by 13%, to 1,464. This is consistent with the wider national picture and other 
areas, suggesting that funding arrangements were an overarching factor explaining changes 
in age profiles, along with the decision to reverse ‘programme-led apprenticeships’, enrolled 
through colleges and other learning providers. As a result the most significant decline was in 
the number of young apprenticeship starts in the health and social care sector (202 starts in 
2011/12 compared to 426 in 2009/10). 

Youth Unemployment (16 - 24)
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Other factors affecting the fall in 16-18 year old starts was the impact of recession on sectors 
which would traditionally be good sources of recruitment, such as construction, and a noted 
preference of employers to recruit apprenticeships from older age groups when faced with an 
abundance of jobseekers. The sectors starting most 16-18 year olds in 2011/12 were business, 
administration and law (387); retail and commercial enterprises (303) and engineering and 
manufacturing (242). Young people from BME backgrounds are known to be significantly 
underrepresented among apprenticeships, but a Sheffield 100 Programme provides 
incentives to employers through a wage subsidy and has seen 20% of recruits being drawn 
from BME backgrounds. Although job opportunities are being created in the city it remains a 
great challenge for all young people to benefit from these.

Firth Rixson Apprentice
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Currently, many young people in Sheffield are not only facing a shortage of jobs, but some 
also lack the skills and qualifications to gain jobs even when these are created. In all Core 
Cities, poor maths and English attainment are often important contributors to the outcome 
of youth unemployment. Most young people in Sheffield are also a member of a family, a 
member of a school, and a member of a wider community or neighbourhood. The influences 
on young people are many and interact in many different ways. Any analysis of attainment 
in the city needs to celebrate the achievements of young people, but must also pay careful 
consideration to the reality that educational achievement provides critical options for life for 
most, whilst acknowledging that people can achieve in a number of ways and hold a rich 
diversity of aspirations and dreams. 

The broad city wide evidence presented here shows that there have been many positive 
changes in Sheffield since 2006/7, closing the attainment gap between the city and the UK as 
a whole, but a gap still exists if comparisons are made with national averages, desired futures 
and the potential areas of long term growth. The main evidence presented here relates to 
the attainment of young people at what is regarded as ‘key stages’ of development. Each Key 
Stage sets the educational knowledge expected of students at various ages and nationally 
set targets to be achieved in various subject areas, such as maths and English. These not 
only map on to the common experiences of schooling, but also provide some standard and 
comparable measurement with wider trends in the Core Cities and the country as a whole. 
They also reveal marked variations across the city, especially between the different 28 wards 
that make up the local authority area of Sheffield city. The five key stages are:

How are young people succeeding 
in Sheffield?

Key Stage 
(KS)

0

1

2

3

4

5

Ages

3 – 5

5 – 7

7 – 11

11 – 14

14 – 16

16 - 18

School 
Years (Y)

0

1 – 2

3 – 6

7 – 9

10 – 11

12 - 13

Schooling/ exams

Nursery, reception (Early Years Foundation)

Infants

Juniors 

Secondary School

Secondary, GCSEs

Sixth form/ FE College, A-levels, AS-levels, NVQs, 
National Diplomas
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The importance of early years
Evidence has demonstrated the crucial importance of early years development and education 
attainment in improving outcomes for children and young people, particularly those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. We know that the life chances of children can be pre-determined. 
In pure education terms, we know that by the age of 7 the life chances of children are beginning 
to diverge and often continue to widen as children progress through school and college. Any 
education system might seek to ensure that every child and young person is literate, articulate 
and confident, and that recovery programmes are in place where this is not the case. Provisional 
2012 data shows that 8.1% of Sheffield’s low achieving Key Stage 2 children achieved five good 
passes at GCSE including English and mathematics. This represents an increase from 4.3% in 
2011 and compares against the national transition of 6.5% of such pupils in 2011. Clearly this 
improvement is to be welcomed, but there is still a need to further narrow this gap if life chances 
are to be markedly improved for all.

There is also evidence of structural barriers to children fulfilling their potential. In other words the 
odds are stacked against some children and young people in Sheffield. Structural barriers are 
broadly those which are wider than one person’s choices, though individuals can be supported 
to overcome them. Major structural barriers to educational potential, and therefore wider life 
chances, include poverty, poor housing, caring responsibilities, and discrimination as a result 
of gender or cultural background. A review on poverty in the UK found that there is evidence 
that children’s life chances are most heavily predicated on their development in the early years. 
It is family background, parental education, good parenting and the opportunities for learning 
and development in those crucial years that together matter more to children than money, in 

determining whether their potential is realised in adult 
life. Early years experiences go on to impact on every area 
of life, with children with good early years experiences 
going on to be more likely to have good educational 
attainment, have better health outcomes, and be less 
likely to become involved in criminal behaviour.

Early years attainment is improving strongly in the city, 
although attainment patterns across the city remain 
uneven. The Fairness Commission heard compelling 
evidence that although young people from poorer 
backgrounds tend to do less well at school, they have 
the same high levels of aspiration as other children in 
the city.  Young people from poorer backgrounds have 
the same realistic ambitions to go to university, to get a 
good job, and to contribute to society as other young 
people, but very often they do not know how to achieve 
these ambitions, and their parents may not be able to 
provide the same level of support as parents of other 
young people.

Burngreave
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Schoolchildren and students
The city’s young people in schools, colleges and universities form much of Sheffield’s 
future workforce. To ensure young people are bringing new talent into the workforce in line 
with national trends, educational attainment needs to continually improve in the city. The 
proportion of the working age population in Sheffield qualified at degree level or equivalent 
was above the national average in 2011, and the city has had a high proportion for some 
period of time, reflecting in part its residential geography. However, since 2008 this proportion 
has been consistently above the average for England, and given the coincidence of this break 
point with the financial crisis and recession, it might indicate wider changes in the patterns of 
graduate labour market mobility and employment.

Sheffield has a significant student population in the University of Sheffield, Sheffield Hallam 
University, and Sheffield College. This student presence has changed many aspects of the 
city, socially, commercially and culturally. In 2011/12, University of Sheffield had some 25,000 
students, Sheffield Hallam University 29,500, with over 8,000 students coming from overseas. 
In total there were about 16,200 undergraduate students studying science, engineering, 
technology, maths or health related subjects, and further 4,600 doing business and 
management degrees. Despite this considerable supply of highly educated young people 
within the city, data for 2010 shows that the wider region of Yorkshire and the Humber, along 
with the north east of England, had the lowest University participation rates of young people 
resident in those regions. The proportion of those 18 or 19 years old in the UK going to 
University increased from 32% in 2004 to 36% in 2009. However, in Sheffield whilst we see over 
40% of the recent 18/19 year old cohort going to University from the Hallam constituency, this 
compared to less than 26% in the constituencies of Brightside, Heeley and the South East of 
Sheffield.

In a similar way, the school aged population is not evenly distributed across the city, with 
marked variations between different wards.

Longley Park Sixth Form College Fir Vale School
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Pupils at Sheffield’s state schools are also significantly unevenly distributed geographically 
across the city. In 2012 there were some 6,000 children in nursery or reception classes, 33,300 
pupils in Years 1 to 6 in infant and junior schools, and some 27,000 pupils in school years 7 to 
11, and a further 3,000 in years 12 and 13.  The three wards of Burngreave, Darnall and Firth 
Park are proportionally home to more foundation to year 11 children than the three wards of 
Broomhill, Crookes and Fulwood.  In contrast, Broomhill, Crookes and Fulwood are home 
to 17% of year 12-13 pupils compared to 9% in Burngreave, Darnall and Firth Park.  This 
distribution reflects family and demographic structures in the city. 

School Census January 2012 - Reception Pupils by Ward

Sheffield College City Campus



39

ATTAINMENT

In 2012, the largest single non-British white groups by declared ethnicity within the reception 
and primary school population were Pakistani (8.4%) and mixed background children (7.2%). 
This total pupil population grew by 2.8% between 2010 and 2012, with the largest proportional 
increases in the white European/ white traveller/ white Roma group (+84%) and those with 
a mixed background (+18%). Pakistani pupils in reception and primary classes increased by 
4.9% between 2010 and 2012, trends that also reflect wider demographic and birth patterns 
in the city and in particular wards.

The recently established City Wide Learning Body has a vision where every child and young 
person gets the best possible start in life, goes to a great school and is in education every 
day, fulfilling their potential, progressing into education or employment. Certainly evidence 
would point to progress towards achieving that vision during 2011/12. In each of the last two 
years the Government has raised the ‘floor standard’ against which individual schools are 
measured. In 2007 in Sheffield there were 33 primary schools below floor standard but in 
2012 it was 5 schools (this equates to approximately 5% of all such schools, compared againt 
4% nationally and 6% in the Yorkshire and Humber region). Last year, over 33% of secondary 
schools in the city were below the floor standard but in 2012 it was less than 10%.

There has also been a continued improvement in attainment in absolute terms over the 
last three years at all key stages, which has been greater or equal to the national rate of 
improvement. However, by relative measures the city was still behind the national averages on 
a number of key measures in 2012.  At all key stages, and within critical areas such as reading, 

School Census January 2012 - Post 16 Pupils by Ward
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maths and writing, the attainment of Sheffield as a whole is below national levels, although 
this clearly masks some significant achievements by individual schools and individual young 
people.

As a result the City Wide Learning Body argues too many children are not getting the best 
start in life. In 2012, Sheffield was ranked 143rd out of 152 areas on the narrowing the ‘gap 
measure’ at Foundation Stage, and this is a slight uplift from the 2010 national ranking of 
150th. Whilst the average achievement at Foundation Stage has been increasing year on year, 
and the gap between this level of achievement and the lowest 20% in the city has narrowed 
between 2010 – 2012, the gap still remains wide. Some individual groups of children are 
missing out at every key stage, including those on free school meals, Roma and those of 
Eastern European origin. Reading abilities at every key stage are weak. For example only 
seven schools have over 90% of children with the expected standard of reading at key stage 
1, and on level 2+ reading is 4% behind national levels.

At a time when the skills levels required for many occupations continues to rise, this could 
preclude many young people from well paid work, and could ultimately undermine the 
strength of the future workforce. Encouragingly, in 2012, the number of young people in 
Sheffield who gained 5+ GCSEs at grades A*-C including English and mathematics (5ACEM) 
provisionally increased by 6% to approximately 55.5% against a slight fall nationally, narrowing 
the gap between Sheffield and the national figure to approximately 3%. This means that the 
outcomes from Sheffield’s schools places the city at its highest position for some years.  

Tackling the differences
Key Stage tests in 2011 show attainment varied markedly between pupils from different 
wards in the city. The eight wards of Burngreave, Darnall, Central, Southey, Walkley, Firth Park, 
Arbourthorne and Beauchief & Greenhill had very low proportions of those pupils resident in 
these areas achieving the national standard in English and Maths. Although these statistics 
connect with some of the issues associated with disaffected young white males, at the 
crucial Foundation Stage we also see the attainment of vulnerable groups (BME, transitory 
populations, free school meal recipients, pupils with special educational needs) significantly 
below their reference group. Some encouragement can be taken from an improving trend in 
all these categories over three years, which suggests some general uplift in performance has 
occurred. However, the trend in the attainment gap indicates that ‘catching up’ is very difficult 
to do even over a period of time. In some of the more deprived areas of the city, for example 
Arbourthorne, this process of ‘catching up’ is more rapid than the rest of the city, whilst still 
having a gap to close.

In 2012, the key stage 4 attainment of vulnerable groups improved, but gaps between these 
pupil groups and the whole group did not narrow. Provisionally 51% of BME pupils achieved 
5ACEM compared with 41.3% nationally and this narrowed the attainment gap to 4.5%. Some 
groups continue to see attainment improve year on year, for example, Somali and Pakistani 
pupils, however attainment needs to accelerate for these children if gaps are to significantly 
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narrow.  For those where English was not their first language, this rate provisionally improved 
in Sheffield in 2012 to 46.7% from 38.3% in 2011. Whilst this improvement is to be welcomed, 
it still compares against a 2011 pass rate of 55.8% in England for this group of pupils. For those 
from mixed ethnic backgrounds the rate in England was 58.5% but only 40% in Sheffield, for 
those from an Asian background it was 61.8% in England but only 45.2% in Sheffield, and for 
those from a Black background the rate was 54.3% in England but only 35.0% in Sheffield. 
Looking to the future, some concerns might be raised as proportionately some of the relative 
significant increases in populations are in those groups who have historically achieved low 
attainment by these key stage measures.

This account on attainment makes use of standard and current measures, but acknowledges 
the debate about the causal relationships that exist between individual pupil attainment in 
examinations and assessments, individual school and education practices, and the social 
background of pupils. There is a variety of evidence that shows that schools can make a 
difference, that disadvantage is grounded in personal backgrounds and geography, but at 
the same time recognises the ambitions and aspirations that exist in all.

Hillsborough College
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Whilst many significant improvements have been realised in British society generally over 
the last decade, many familiar and persistent inequalities remain. Progress has been made 
for some groups in some places, but the outcomes for many people have not shifted as far 
or as fast as perhaps they should. To make matters worse, the current economic and social 
conditions threaten to widen some equality gaps that might have closed in better times. The 
recession has certainly hit some groups and individuals more than others.

Over the decade to 2009 many of the key indicators of growth and social welfare saw the 
gaps between Sheffield and the national averages closing, and for many measures showed 
improvements. Improvements in health statistics for Sheffield represent one of the areas of 
such success in the city over recent years. Some of this steady improvement is now faltering 
and showing signs of reversal in some cases. 

Deprivation in Sheffield 
Overall deprivation levels in Sheffield are below those for many of the other Core Cities, with 
around 34% of Sheffield’s population living in areas of high deprivation, compared to over 
50% of the populations of Birmingham and Nottingham, and over 60% in Manchester and 
Liverpool. However this level of deprivation in Sheffield is still above the national average, and 
means that almost one quarter of households – approximately 58,500 - are living in poverty. 
In 2010-11, 23% of children, some 22,000 young people aged less than 16 years old, were 
classed as living in households below the poverty line in the city. Although this rate was lower 
than all other Core Cities and the region as a whole, it was again worse than the national 
average. Moreover data also shows that between 2007 and 2010 the gap between the worst 
off and best off people across Sheffield increased. 

Profiles of each of the city’s wards show a detailed picture of inequality on range of economic, 
social, health and environmental measures. These reveal the well known geographical 
inequalities across Sheffield, with areas in the south and west of the city in the least deprived 
20% of the country, whilst over 30% of Sheffield’s population lives in areas that fall within 20% 
most deprived in the country, largely located in the north and east of the city. This means that 
although on average Sheffield is one of the less deprived major cities in England because it 
has significant areas of affluence as well as deprivation, it is also one of the most unequal.

The impact of the recession
The recession and ongoing conditions of austerity raise serious concerns around the financial 
factors that underpin poverty and inequalities in the city. Many of those already in difficulty 

How are households surviving recession and 
financial austerity?



43

EqUALITY

will potentially face even more extreme financial hardship; additional groups currently on the 
margins of poverty, such as the low paid, face the threat of slipping into financial difficulties 
with the possibility of entering a further spiral of decline; and new groups of households who 
may have been financially secure previously could have new challenges to face as a result of 
unforeseeable changes in their circumstances. Poverty is not just about jobs. It is also about 
education and skills, financial capability and health. Already there are areas across the city 
where people are affected, some more than others, by these aspects of personal hardship and 
deprivation. As a result the broader patterns of real lived experiences are continually being 
challenged and affected, with potential knock-on effects and consequences for peoples’ future 
livelihoods (see Livelihoods Ladder).

Levels of unemployment vary 
in cities around the country, 
with Birmingham and Liverpool 
particularly hard hit. Attention 
focuses particularly on the 
incidence of long term and 
youth unemployment since 
both can have long term 
detrimental outcomes for 
those who experience these. 
Research shows that at the 
age of 42, wages for those that 
suffered youth unemployment 
are 8% lower than average. The 
difference is even greater, 12-
15%, for those that had repeated 
spells of unemployment before 
they were 24 years old. Similarly 
long term unemployment has 
been found to have negative 
impact on future employment 
outcomes, and evidence shows 
that people who have been out 
of work for a year or more start to de-skill and are increasingly affected by issues such as a 
deterioration in mental wellbeing. 

The recession has seen large increases in job seeker allowance (JSA) claimants in Sheffield. This 
is in addition to the significant number of people who are long term unemployed, claiming 
incapacity benefits, employment support allowance, or lone parent income support. Sheffield 
has around 50,000 people who are claiming out of work benefits, despite the period of growth 
and job creation between 1997 and 2007. More people are remaining out of work and do not re-
enter the jobs market. Many have no or low skills and qualifications. In June 2012, 17,627 people 
were claiming Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) in Sheffield, 4.7% of the working age population 

real-life experiences of the poverty premium  11

The Dearne Valley was a major coal mining area 
with much of the economic activity of the region 
either directly related to, or reliant on, the indus-
try. As a result the area suffered greatly from the 
sudden decline of the deep coal mining industry in 
the 1980s. The collapse of the mining industry had 
a knock-on effect in many other local industries, 
leading to much local hardship. Many local people 
found themselves forced to move out of the area to 
find work, many of those that remain need to com-
mute to larger towns and cities in the region to find 
work. 

In 1995 the area became a regeneration area. 
Investment has mainly resulted in business parks 
being built on brownfield land once used by the 
mining industry. Jobs created have predominantly 
been in the service sector: many businesses are 

contact centres, distribution hubs (for example 
the Next clothing chain) or, in the case of the large 
shopping centre based on the former Cortonwood 
Pit site, retail outlets. The most notable and larg-
est of these business parks is at Manvers, home to 
amongst others Ventura, a large firm specialising 
in outsourcing of call centre functions, mentioned 
as a current, previous or future employer by several 
participants.

Transport links and local amenities
Road and rail links to the villages of the area were 
also designed mostly to ferry coal out of collieries 
and many of these were abandoned when the pits 
closed. Several of these former railways are now part 
of the Trans Pennine Trail footpath and cycle net-
work between Penistone and Doncaster. Goldthorpe, 

Box 1.3 Livelihoods ladder 

Doing fine
 Accumulating

Livelihood 

Sustainable 

Life is going well
Can cope with most external shocks
Range of choices, very flexible
Works in formal economy
Accumulating assets
Home ownership













High 
risk of 

recurrent 
poverty

Adapting
Livelihood 

Sustainable X

Life isn’t bad
Vulnerable to shocks (reduced benefits access)
More choice and flexibility but still limited
Has moved into formal economy (probably low 
paid)
Personal assets? Social assets undermined?











Risk-averse
Coping

Livelihood X

Sustainable 

Getting by – juggling – ‘rob Peter to pay Paul’
Can cope with minor shocks but not major ones
Very limited choice and flexibility
Total or partial reliance on benefits
Informal economy
Social assets very important – prevent descent to 
‘Surviving’













At risk
Surviving
Livelihood X  

Sustainable X

Life is a constant battle – only just surviving
Very vulnerable to any external shocks
No choice or flexibility
Total reliance on benefits
Likely in debt with high-interest credit
Isolation – few social assets
Reduced consumption (fuel, food, transport)















Taken from a report by Church Action on Poverty. Downloaded from http://www.church-pover-
ty.org.uk. Reproduced under Creative Commons Legal Code see http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/legalcode
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and an increase of 606 people (+3.6%) on July 2011. In November 2011, a further 24,460 people 
were receiving Employment Support Allowance and Incapacity Benefit, and there were 5,330 
lone parents on Income Support.  In addition, some 1,200 young people were Not in Education, 
Employment or Training (NEET).  

The July 2012 JSA claimant count showed upward trends in those claiming for over a year 
(5,175) and those who were 18 to 24 years old (5,475). Youth unemployment in Sheffield has risen 
significantly since the pre-recession period (from 2,665 in February 2008), and far more rapidly 
than nationally. The proportion of out-of-work benefits claimants aged less than 25 years old 
in Sheffield grew from 15.6% in February 2008 to 19.4% in February 2012.  In the year to March 
2012, 35.1% of economically active 18-24 year olds in Sheffield were unemployed. In July 2012, 
29% of all Sheffield JSA claimants had been claiming for at least a year, while in January 2008 the 
figure was 11.4%. BME unemployment is also higher in Sheffield (20.1%) than nationally (13.5%). 

Young people, unemployment and Homelessness
Given these increasing levels of unemployment and the squeezing of incomes due to the recent 
recession the risk of poverty and inequality is heightened. There are an increasing number of 
people, mainly young men, who haven’t worked by the age of 25, often concentrated in the large 
estates in the city, who can feel a loss of purpose and contribution to society. A further concern 
for this group is the growth in homelessness in the city. In 2011 the statutory homelessness rate 
in Sheffield was 4.7 (per 1000 households), higher than all other Core Cities except Birmingham 
(which was 10.4), and double the national average (which was 2.0). Housing could become one 
of several points of future pressure and vulnerability as the Welfare Reform Act 2010 and its 
associated secondary legislation could lead to different pressures on housing security for many 
claimants, in particularly those in the private rented sector and young white males.
 

Low Pay
Work is often cited as the best route out of poverty, but research has found that many 
residents are trapped in ‘poor work’, characterised by combinations of low pay, long hours or 
pervasive job insecurity. It also found that poverty-level pay can force those in employment 
to work excessive hours or, in the case of those out of work, can act as a disincentive to leave 
benefits. At the same time, the research found that low-paid, low-skilled work can provide 
important social benefits such as a sense of purpose, social contact and a valued sense of 
identity. Low pay has been described as being “pervasive” in Britain with one in five workers 
paid below two-thirds of the median wage (less than £7.49 an hour or £13,600 a year for full-
time work). Average earnings in the UK in 2012 were £510 per week, with average earnings 
in Sheffield increasing slightly from £436 per week in 2011 to £441 per week in 2012 (1.2%). 
There are other inequalities in relation to pay: for example women working full time are paid, 
on average, 9.6% less than men for doing work of equivalent value.
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Financial poverty in working households, in particular those in low-paid or insecure 
employment, has been a trend since 2003 when to begin with wage increases were flat but 
off-set by rising tax credits that helped to boost living standards. One estimate suggests that 
there are 5.8 million households across the UK that could slip into poverty as working hours 
are reduced or costs of essentials such as fuel increase.

People on low incomes often pay more for goods and services than those on higher incomes. 
This so-called ‘poverty premium’ is estimated to cost poorer families over £1,000 a year. It 
includes a reliance on high cost credit, such as doorstep lenders, rent-to-own agreements and 
payday lenders, as well as illegal loan sharks. Items which can incur a poverty premium include: 
credit for consumer goods such as cookers; borrowing through sub-prime credit cards; quick 
money through cheque-cashing, pawnbrokers, buy-back stores and cash machine charges; 
prepayment energy meters for gas and electricity; and home, contents and car insurance.

Although it is impossible to estimate accurately how many families are incurring a poverty 
premium, it will include working as well as non-working families. Evidence demonstrates 
that there is a high level of use of such higher-cost credit in the city. The Consumer Credit 
Counselling Service reported this year that there has been a threefold increase in the number 
of people in the UK struggling to repay ‘payday loans’ in three years, with many of these having 
multiple loans. These loans typically last no longer than 30 days and are offered at very high 
interest charges. From October 2013, many families will face further challenges to their ability 
to budget effectively when the Universal Credit switches to once-monthly benefit payments, 
replacing the means-tested elements of six different benefits paid weekly or fortnightly.

Average Weekly Income in the Core Cities (£)

Average Weekly Income (£)Source: NOMIS
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An increase in poverty
There is evidence that a combination of welfare 
cuts and strict benefit sanctions, hold-ups in the 
benefits system, unemployment and low wages and 
increasing food prices mean that there are increasing 
numbers of people in the city who are unable to 
access enough food to feed themselves and their 
families. According to the Third Sector Assembly 
Food Poverty Group at least eleven food banks are 
known to be operating in Sheffield in October 2012, 
in comparison with three in early 2010. There has 
also been an increase in the use of breakfast clubs in 
schools and the take up of free school meals.

Reductions in direct and indirect support for vulnerable individuals and families will put many 
more at risk of various types of crisis. Recent research studied the contemporary impact 
of national and local changes to benefits and services on some of the most vulnerable 
people in London. The report cast light on the day-to-day experiences of some residents 
and found that young people often felt helpless and disenfranchised, with changes in 
education funding limiting their ambitions; pressure on families was palpable as people failed 
to find work or struggled to balance household budgets; fears of isolation and loneliness 
dominated conversations with the disabled and their carers; yet many residents showed great 
determination and resilience in the face of the situation. By setting up their own support 
networks or turning to neighbours and faith communities for help, or simply by adapting and 
adjusting their family life and priorities, residents were finding their own strategies for coping.

It is difficult to fully capture and measure the social effects and life-consequences for 
individuals, families, groups or communities. The impact of these changes will certainly vary 
across the city - It is at the level of the family that the often complex, usually multi-dimensional 
and predictably inter-generational nature of inequality is revealed to its fullest extent. Poverty 
is the main factor in reducing the life chances of children, their parents, carers and extended 
family. For instance in the three Sheffield wards of Burngreave, Firth Park and Manor Castle, 
over 40% of households are receiving housing benefits, and over 30% are also receiving other 
income related benefits. By contrast, in the Ecclesall and Fulwood wards, the equivalent 
figures are less than 10% and under 5% respectively.

A significant challenge
The underlying theme to these experiences of social and financial equalities in the city is 
that many people in Sheffield are on a cusp of potential significant change. Not only is the 
city changing as a result of economic conditions, but also as a result of welfare reform and 
reductions in public sector expenditure that mean the full scale of this change and its potential 
rapidity are not yet fully realised.
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In this section the report takes a look at the potential implications of the shifting policy landscape 
for the city. We are currently experiencing a period of major legislative change which will have 
a massive impact on Sheffield. There are a number of changes as a result of a range of national 
government policies that will increasingly impact on the city in the coming years. Particularly 
significant are the reforms of the welfare system and the introduction of universal credit; and the 
shifting scenery of economic development, localism, ‘city deals’, changes in planning policies and 
procedures, health reform, business rates and changes in the education system. 

The coalition government has identified two key problems with the welfare system: work incentives 
are poor, and the system is too complex.  They are therefore reforming the system to address these 
problems, as well as to reduce the overall cost of welfare.  The reforms are extensive, containing 
forty changes between January 2011 and October 2013.  The overall impact is difficult to calculate 
at this stage, but the total savings that the Government is seeking to make from these reforms 
is £18 billion per year, which very roughly translates as £180 million less per year for residents in 
Sheffield.  Households in Sheffield are likely to be affected by more than one welfare change, and 
some will experience a significant drop in income from April 2013. Welfare reforms will particularly 
impact people on low incomes, people who are disabled, people from BME groups, and those 
with children. It is also expected that the city’s public services will experience increased demand 
for support from residents. 

Probably the next biggest change in terms of impact on Sheffield is the implementation of the 
Coalition Government’s Health and Social Care Act 2012.  Whilst Sheffield residents should not see 
a noticeable change in the way they access services such as GPs and hospitals, the Government’s 
changes introduce a completely new approach to improving health and wellbeing in England. 
From April 2013, local GPs (as part of new ‘Clinical Commissioning Groups’) will be responsible for 
commissioning the majority of local health services in Sheffield while the new NHS Commissioning 
Board will commission some services at a national level.  Primary Care Trusts (PCT) who carry 
out commissioning in the current health system will be abolished and responsibility for public 
health will transfer to councils. As part of the changes, Sheffield has established a new Health and 
Wellbeing Board made up of GPs, Councillors and key public sector officers from the city.  This is a 
significant opportunity to better co-ordinate health, social care, public health and council services 
in the city to deliver the best health outcomes possible with the money available.  

Another big shift in policy is the Government’s explicit commitment to create a ‘rebalanced’, growing 
UK economy, which has led to the development of ‘city deals’, largely due to the successful and 
persuasive evidence jointly developed by Core Cities over the last 10 years1.  Studies have shown 
that to create a more balanced, sustainable economy, cities in England need to be empowered to 

The Shifting National Policy Landscape:  
An overview of the implications for the city of 
significant changes in public policy.

1See ‘Core Cities Driving Recovery: A New Partnership with Government’,  
http://www.corecities.com/sites/default/files/images/publications/CoreCitiesdrivingrecovery.pdf 
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make full use of their capacity and resource and have greater control over the levers that enable 
businesses to grow.2 

Sheffield’s ‘city deal’ was finalised in July 2012 and is a deal for the wider City Region, not just 
Sheffield. Sheffield City Region’s deal includes new skills powers and funding which will create 4,000 
new apprentices and 2,000 upskilled employees in the City Region by 2016; previously centralised 
powers and funding transport to better manage and invest in the local transport network; and 
an innovative finance model which will enable the City Region to prioritise long-term strategic 
infrastructure investment based on the best economic outcomes for the area.

2012 also saw the introduction of the Coalition Government’s National Planning Policy Framework 
with its presumption in favour of sustainable development.  This theme matches something of 
the Sheffield Development Framework’s twin approach of ‘Transformation and Sustainability’.  
Maintaining these two strands is the core challenge for planning as it seeks to meet the needs of 
today’s and tomorrow’s generations.

The Government requires local planning authorities to maintain at least a five-year supply of 
deliverable housing land and to identify land and locations for the longer term.  For the present, 
ongoing low take-up by the market makes it difficult to demonstrate a five-year supply on the 
brownfield sites that have priority in local planning policies.  This adds to pressure to release 
more greenfield land, which is more immediately attractive to much of the housing market.   But 
releasing this could result in brownfield land being left unused, rather than greatly increasing the 
supply of housing, and in strong local opposition, as shown in the Council’s recent consultation 
on additional housing sites.  In coming years, the city will need to weigh how far to go in releasing 
land for housing development to meet the needs of a new generation and to support the local 
economy,  and how far to protect the open areas within the city and surrounding countryside, 
cherished by so many local people.  

Locally and nationally, the emphasis is on town centres for locating new stores, supporting area 
regeneration.  In practice, there is considerable pressure from out-of-centre developers who are 
able to argue, also from national policy, that town centre sites are unavailable or unsuitable.  In the 
case of Sheffield, the emphasis is on regeneration of the primary shopping area and, in particular, 
the New Retail Quarter.  This is a crucial part of the transformation of the City Centre, as the core 
of the emerging city region.  However, Meadowhall continues to exert a powerful draw, able to 
attract significant potential trade from the City Centre, and surrounded by extensive sites with 
development potential.  The twin planning challenges for the city on this issue are achieving 
regeneration in the central shopping area and restraining, at least for a period, development in 
locations that would further undermine trade or confidence in the City Centre.

Another significant change affecting the city is the Government’s approach to reform of the school 
system, which involves giving “greater powers to parents and pupils to choose a good school”. 
Part of this approach is about allowing new providers to enter the state school system in response 
to parental demand.3  Academy schools and Free Schools are two of the ways in which this can 
be done.

2See ‘European Second Tier Cities in Austerity: Why Invest Beyond the Capital?’ by Prof. Michael Parkinson  
http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/EIUA/EIUA_Docs/Second_Tier_Cities.pdf
3‘The Coalition: our programme for government’, May 2010
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Academies are publicly-funded independent schools. They do not come under local authority 
control and have the ability to set their own pay and conditions for staff. They have greater freedom 
around the delivery of the curriculum and receive their funding directly from the Education 
Funding Agency (EFA) rather than from local authorities. Some academies, generally those set 
up to replace underperforming schools, will have a sponsor. Sponsors come from a wide range 
of backgrounds including successful schools, businesses, universities, charities and faith bodies.4

Free Schools are non-profit making, independent, state-funded schools. They could be set up 
by a wide range of proposers – including charities, universities, businesses, educational groups, 
visionary teachers or committed parents. There is not a single type of Free School or a single reason 
for setting them up. Free Schools will have some additional freedoms. For example, teachers in 
Free Schools will not necessarily need to have Qualified Teacher Status. Free Schools are expected 
to be open to pupils of all abilities from the area and cannot be academically selective. Free 
Schools will need to take part in their local coordinated admissions process.5 

Looking at higher education, the Government is reforming the system to “make it simpler and 
more flexible.” It aims to give students greater choice in where and what they study, and better 
information about student satisfaction and graduates’ employability rates.  Part of this involves 
allowing universities and others providing higher education to charge up to £9,000 a year for their 
courses. Loans are available to cover this cost and are repayable at 9% on income above £21,000. 

Yet another significant policy development in 2012 was the election of the first Police and Crime 
Commissioners in 41 police force areas with a four year term. The Commissioners do not run the 
police; this remains the responsibility of the Chief Constable. The role of the Commissioner is to 
be the voice of the people and hold the police to account. Before they can exercise these powers, 
the Commissioners take an oath of impartiality to publicly set out their commitment to tackling 
their new role with integrity and serve all the people they represent. Police and Crime Panels have 
been introduced alongside the Police and Crime Commissioners (PCC). There is one panel for 
each force area. Panels will support and challenge PCCs when they carry out their functions. They 
will not replace police authorities and will not have a role in scrutinising the performance of the 
force as that is the role of the PCC.

In addition to all this, Sheffield has set up a Fairness Commission, with a purpose to “make a 
non-partisan strategic assessment of the nature, extent, causes and impact of inequalities in the 
City and to make recommendations for tackling them.” The process involved receiving evidence 
from local people, local organisations and from subject experts. The Commission has set out an 
ambitious programme for the long term for Sheffield. Its report defines what is meant by ‘fairness’ 
and includes a Fairness Framework that sets out a number of principles to be used as a guideline 
for policymakers and citizens now and in the future. It also made practical recommendations to 
reduce inequalities in the city. These included some recommendations that can be achieved in 
the short term over the next 2 or 3 years, some that might take a decade or longer to achieve, and 
some that are outside of the city’s gift and are about the city setting out its position an issue.

 

4Department for Education: http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/leadership/typesofschools/academies/b00205692/whatisanacademy
5Department for Education: http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/leadership/typesofschools/freeschools/b0061428/free-schools/what
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The Sheffield 2020 Strategy seeks to ensure that the Sheffield of the future remains distinctive, 
successful, inclusive, vibrant and sustainable. It is acknowledged that the city needs to work 
hard to achieve this vision. Reporting on the State of Sheffield helps to assess progress towards 
the vision in light of contemporary conditions. 

Sheffield is still undergoing change resulting from short term responses to immediate economic 
and social behaviours but it also faces real challenges from longer term developments. It is 
possible that the city in 5 and 10 years time could by some measures look a lot different to 
now. Many of the effects of policy and legislative changes are only beginning to be felt, and 
the combined and specific outcomes for many people and households are still to manifest 
themselves fully. Some of these changes are difficult to measure and demonstrate through 
statistics. Many of the good aspects of the city still remain, and might be expected to continue 
into the future, such as our green spaces, community cohesion and quality of life. Many people 
and households in contemporary Sheffield are still benefitting from the recent transformation in 
the city’s economy and increased diversity.

However many of the problems relating to inequality are also likely to persist, such as deep 
rooted health inequalities, and the stark differences between lived experiences in different parts 
of the city. The immediate and medium term trends discussed here do raise concerns that 
the most vulnerable 20% who live in or are at risk of living in poverty, have poor educational 
qualifications, limited skills for work and live in poor environmental conditions might increase. 
Particular groups include young people and those facing varied forms of financial hardship.

The immediate issue that was raised most commonly whilst preparing this report was the impact 
of short term austerity conditions on the city – and perhaps most pertinently how long the 
period of austerity will last. It is widely acknowledged that this is beginning to have widespread 
impacts on businesses and households and service users. A particular concern in the longer 
term was the extent that this phase of economic conditions might limit or influence the city’s 
attempts to address its undersized economy. The ability for many people in the city to adapt 
and manage the consequences of these changes still remains linked to histories of attainment, 
the acquisitions of skills and the appropriateness of these to businesses creating new job 
opportunities in the city region. Behind these economic challenges remain important shifts in 
the demographic shape of the city which are reflected in the city’s uneven geography.

It is still very important to place these short-term and immediate concerns within the context of 
the very significant trends associated with climate change, where our responses to the medium 
term implications are still uncertain. This report has shown both businesses and households 
will be affected by how the city is able to adapt to climate change and continue to address 

How does Sheffield respond  
to its challenges?
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major processes linked to CO2 emissions and water management. This particular challenge not 
only potentially affects everyone’s lives but demands consideration of alternative ways of living, 
working and doing business in Sheffield. We are still a city seemingly locked into an increasing 
use of the car and patterns of consumption that are characterised by relatively high levels of 
carbon and waste. So whilst Sheffield is perceived to offer a good quality of life, it also has to 
be forward looking, as illustrated by the city’s commitment to a decentralised energy strategy 
which can have positive impacts with regards to reducing CO2 and fuel poverty. The low carbon 
sector also offers new opportunities for private inward investment, jobs and training.
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