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SPOTLIGHT ON ECONOMIC INACTIVITY 

New research from the Centre for Economic Performance 
in the Autumn 2023 CentrePiece magazine

Concerns about the number of people dropping out of the UK’s workforce are real but somewhat misplaced, 
according to labour market experts at the Centre for Economic Performance (CEP). 

The latest issue of CentrePiece reveals a need for policymakers to target the key groups for whom economic 
inactivity is a longstanding issue, to avoid spending on issues that may naturally resolve themselves as the 
economy recovers. With this in mind, a focus on the stubborn persistence of low labour force participation 
among older, less-skilled workers with illness in disadvantaged areas is essential. 

Also in the Autumn 2023 issue: 

• Low investment Britain: reforms of pensions, planning and corporate boards can create the right
environment for growth.

• Electric vehicle revolution: the race for raw materials creates global winners and losers.
• NHS workforce plan: assessing the government’s strategy to retain healthcare staff.
• School absences: the challenge of getting pupils back into class after the pandemic.
• Scars of war: communities hard hit by deaths in the 1914-18 war also suffered big losses in the second

world war.
• Religiosity and innovation: catastrophic events promote an increase in both phenomena.
• Educational benefits: a broader school curriculum for teenagers provides surprising health benefits.
• Cities and regions: key findings from 30 years of CEP research

Economic inactivity: myths and reality  
Stephen Machin and Jonathan Wadsworth say that new policies aimed at improving the labour force 
participation would be more cost-effective if targeted at particular groups for whom inactivity is a 
longstanding issue. 

Low investment Britain: policies to promote foundations for growth 
The UK is a low investment nation. This means that workers have fewer resources and worse infrastructure, 
which translates into lower productivity and a lack of growth in living standards. Overcoming this stagnation 
requires a reversal of the country’s investment record. Paul Brandily, Mimosa Distefano, Krishan Shah, 
Gregory Thwaites and Anna Valero outline how the UK can do this.  

Geopolitics and the electric vehicle revolution  
The increasing demand for electric vehicles (EV) means that countries are shifting away from fossil fuels and 
towards green minerals essential to the EV supply chain. Benjamin Jones, Viet Nguyen-Tien, Robert 



Elliott and Gavin Harper explain how the race to secure these raw materials generates new opportunities 
and geopolitical risks. 
 
Will the NHS long-term workforce plan solve the current crisis?  
Proposals to solve staffing shortages in the NHS focus on training more staff and retaining those already a 
part of the workforce. But Giuseppe Moscelli, Jo Blanden, Marco Mello and Melisa Sayli say the plan may 
be insufficiently ambitious and requires more effective evaluation. 
 
The rising tide of school absences in the post-pandemic era 
School attendance in the UK is still well below the pre-pandemic norm. Andrew Eyles, Esme 
Lillywhite and Lee Elliot Major outline the scale of continued absenteeism among pupils and discuss the 
difficulty of tackling this problem at its root. 
 
Scars of war 
Edward Pinchbeck, Felipe Carozzi and Luca Repetto examine the influence of deaths from war on a 
community’s social values. They find a significant link between soldier deaths within a community during 
first world war and subsequent losses in the second world war, as well as the likelihood of soldiers receiving 
medals for bravery.  
 
The pandemic of 1918: effects on religiosity and innovation 
When faced with catastrophic events, do people turn to religion or science? Enrico Berkes, Davide 
Coluccia, Gaia Dossi and Mara Squicciarini find that people in US counties more affected by the 1918 flu 
pandemic become both more religious and more innovative.  
 
What girls study at school influences their offspring’s health at birth 
Pilar Cuevas-Ruiz, Cristina Borra and Almudena Sevilla show that girls in Spain who followed a broader 
educational curriculum until the age of 16 were more likely to have healthier children later in life than those 
who were divided into vocational or academic tracks when aged 14. 
 
CEP Insights: cities and regions 
Findings from CEP research on spatial disparities: how the UK housing affordability crisis is primarily 
driven by the planning system; the link between a place’s productivity and its proportion of graduates; 
and how the invention of the steam engine led to the birth of the suburbs. 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Notes for editors: 
1. CentrePiece is the magazine of the Centre for Economic Performance. It is published three times a 
year. The Summer 2023 issue is Volume 28, Issue 2. Cover price £5. 
2. Annual subscriptions for one year (3 issues): Individuals £13.00. Students £8.00. Organisations (UK 
and Europe) £30.00. Rest of world £39.00. Subscription information here. 
3. The Centre for Economic Performance is an independent research centre based at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science. Its members are from the LSE and a wide range of 
universities within the UK and around the world. 



4. For more information contact: 
Helen Ward, CentrePiece Editor – 07970 254872 Email: h.ward1@lse.ac.uk 
Martin Hannon, communications and events officer – Email: m.hannon@lse.ac.uk 
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