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Introduction 
 
This summary is based on a report submitted to what was then the Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minster almost exactly three years ago. In the interim period the 
economic boom reached it spring 2007 crescendo and crashed down again to stories 
of financial Armageddon by early October 2008. In practise the picture that my 
colleagues and I presented to that government department is much the same in 2008 
as it was in 2005. In fact house prices have yet to return down to the levels shown 
here, but almost all commentators in 2007 believe that they will. The life expectancy 
gaps shown here have widen a little since, the latest data (not shown) hints that they 
might narrow back so again the picture below is most probably also current. On issues 
of poverty and education and skills, until the 2011 census results are released what is 
shown below is, in my view, the most reliable view we have. I am grateful to my 
colleagues  Dimitris Ballas, John Pritchard and  Bethan Thomas who worked with me 
on the 100-page report describing the State of the Cities Database (SOCD) which this 
summary summarises. That database comprises 75 indicators at 7 different spatial 
levels (and different points in time for some of the variables). It has been made 
generally available by the new Communities and Local Government department who 
in September 2008 launched a new look version: 
  
http://www.socd.communities.gov.uk/SOCD/ 
 
That new version, all worked on by CLG folk had the look and feel of the site has 
been changed, to make accessing the information easier; new functionality has been 
added - e.g. the ability to rank indicators is a new feature; and the site is now 
compatible with Internet Explorer version 7 and also with other browsers (such as 
FireFox). 
 
The aim of this summary is to give a “flavour” of the information held in that 
database, and to illustrate the north-south divide by focusing on five themes: 
 

1. Life expectancy 
2. Poverty 
3. Education and skills 
4. Employment 
5. Wealth 

 
It can be argued that these themes pertain to traditional measures of quality of life as 
seen through lack of disease, ignorance, idleness, want and squalor as reflected 
through their modern day equivalents of high life expectancy, good qualifications, 
low work-related benefit claims, low rates of poverty and reasonable house prices.  
 
It should be noted that four aspects of the database are unique.  Firstly, amongst other 
geographies, it collates data for major cities in England as defined by their built up 
urban boundaries.  This allows cities to be compared in a way which is not influenced 
by whether their official administrative boundaries happen to incorporate a great deal 
of their hinterland or not.  Second, the database collects very up-to-date information 
as well as data from the past to allow comparison using comparable boundaries.  This 
allows changes over time for these consistently defined areas to be calculated and 
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shown.  Thirdly, the database spans a very wide range of indicators.  This allows 
many aspects of life in cities to be compared.  Fourthly the database, where possible, 
presents data for over 1,000 ‘census tracts’ within and outside of these cities, which 
can also be compared over time. The remainder of this document shows some 
examples of how the these four unique aspects can be used to paint a picture of the 
state of England’s cities as reflected through their populations and the changes to the 
fortunes of those populations over time.   
 
Both conventional maps and a ‘Tetris’ map (population cartogram) of cities are 
presented.  On the conventional map the extra-urban boundary of each city is shown, 
but many cities of course, appear just as specks on the national map.  On the ‘Tetris’ 
map each city is presented as the collection of tracts which constitute it on a rough 
population cartogram of the country.  The Tetris map is far more useful for 
visualisation, but it requires a little patience in learning which shapes are which cities 
(see Figure 1).   
 
 
Figure 1: The ‘Tetris’ map of cities in England - a key to their location in population space 
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Life expectancy 
 
Figure 2 shows the spatial distribution of life expectancy by city from birth 
2001/2003. 
 
Figure 2: Indicators 17 and 18 combined: Life expectancy from birth 2001/2003 

life expectancy 2001/2003 
75.7 - 76.7
76.8 - 77.5
77.6 - 78.4
78.5 - 79.2
79.3 - 79.8

 
Figure 2 shows recent estimates, where Local Authority figures for men and women 
have been aggregated on the basis of the Local Authority populations which best fit 
the built up urban areas of each city to produce average life expectancies for all the 
inhabitants of those cities (both men and women combined). The map shades cities so 
that those with life expectancies of similar year of age are shaded the same colour.  
Thus those cities where residents, on average, currently live for three score years and 
nineteen are all shaded dark blue.  The precise calculations used to estimate life 
expectancy are provided by ONS and the figures presented on the map above are 
population-weighted averages of those figures. For these cities, life expectancy in 
England is highest in Norwich at 79.8 years and lowest in Liverpool at 75.7 years.  
There is a clear North-West/South-East gradient to life expectancy in England, as has 
been observed for many decades.  The only significant anomalies to this gradient in 
the North are York, with an average life expectancy of 79.4 and Leeds with 78.2.  
York sits in a vale of relative affluence in the North and so its exception is perhaps of 
little surprise.  The figure for Leeds is partly the result of the Leeds conurbation not 
being as extensive as, for instance, that of Manchester in population:  were Leeds to 
include its neighbour of Bradford with a life expectancy of 76.9 the map would look 
quite different.  Nevertheless life expectancy tends to rise to the east of the Pennines.  
The two Southern anomalies are Hastings (77.4) and Chatham (77.7), areas with high 
rates of poverty for Southern England.   
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Poverty 
 
The following figure shows the spatial distribution of change in rate of poverty by city 
between 1991 and 2001. 
 
Figure 3: Change in rate of poverty by city: initial estimates 1991 to 2001 

poverty change 91-01 (%)
3 -   4
5
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Because incomes have only been calculated at one point in time by ONS (1998) we 
cannot compare changes over time, especially in income equivalised for household 
composition, net of taxes and calculated after taking into accounting housing costs.  
Furthermore the ONS estimates do not include estimates of the distribution of income 
in each area, particularly that proportion of the population living below 60% of the 
medium national income.  To allow for an estimate of the changing rates of poverty in 
each city in the absence of such income data the above figure shows the changing 
proportion of households estimated to be living in poverty according to calculations 
made following the 1990 Breadline Britain survey and the 1999 Poverty and Social 
Exclusion Survey (by researchers working with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation).  
For details of how these figures were calculated for small areas see Dorling, D. and 
Thomas, B.  (2004) People and Places: a 2001 census atlas of the UK, Bristol: Policy 
Press. The most recent poverty estimates by area are available in this publication 
Dorling, D., Rigby, J., Wheeler, B., Ballas, D., Thomas, B., Fahmy, E., Gordon, D., 
and Lupton, R. (2007) Poverty, wealth and place in Britain, 1968 to 2005, Bristol: 
Policy Press. However also relying on the 2001 census they are no more current than 
those shown in Figure 3 above, but they do now go back to 1970 in time. The data 
underlying figure 3, but for many smaller areas and for the wealthy as well as the poor 
can be found here: http://www.sasi.group.shef.ac.uk/research/transformation.htm 
 
Rates of poverty have increased in all cities since the early 1990s by this measure.  
That is: a higher proportion of households over time do not have access to the 
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resources that most people think are necessary to live a decent life.  Such rates of 
poverty can and do grow as rates of affluence also rise in cities.  The highest increase, 
of an additional 10% of the population living in poverty over the course of the 1990s, 
is found in London, followed by a 9% rise in Luton, Birmingham and Bradford.  The 
lowest increases, of an extra 3% of the population living in poverty are found in 
Aldershot, Swindon, Warrington and York.  Estimates of poverty made using 
techniques similar to these are soon to be incorporated in official government 
statistics and so this figure gives an impression of how these new statistics should 
show high and rising rates of poverty even in generally affluent large cities, and 
especially in the capital, as socio-economic polarisation has risen. 
 
 
Education and Skills 
 
Figure 4 shows the spatial distribution of the individuals in cities holding a university 
degree in 2003, as a proportion of the total economically active population. 
 
Figure 4: Indicator 37b: Proportion of economically active population with a university degree, 2003 
 

Economically Active
with a degree+ 2003 (%)

14 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 54

 
The highest concentrations are observed in Cambridge, Oxford and London, but also, 
York, Warrington, Bristol, Crawley, Norwich and Brighton, where the proportion of 
the economically active population with a degree is over 40%.  In contrast, the 
smallest proportions (ranging from 14% to 19%) are observed in Sunderland, Hull, 
Grimsby, Doncaster, Stoke, Peterborough, Southend and Chatham.   
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Employment 
 
In this section I briefly describe the geographical distribution of the population living 
on unemployment benefits. In particular, Figure 5 shows the proportions of adults of 
working age (as estimated by NOMIS) who were claiming Income Support or Job 
Seekers’ Allowance in August 2003. Although this pattern has changed in slight, if 
interesting, ways since 2003, the reliability of the denominator population has 
decreased hugely with the time gap from the census. Large increases in 
unemployment are being forecast as I write In October 2008. Those that have 
occurred to date would not yet alter the shades of colour on the maps below. 
 
Figure 5: Indicator 8: Proportion of the working age population living on IS or JSA, 2003 
 

income support & jsa 2003 (%)
  3.7 -   7.0
  7.1 - 10.0
10.1 - 11.0
11.1 - 13.0
13.1 - 18.0

 
There are many ways in which lack of work can be measured and many of these are 
included in the database.  However, given problems of changing definitions of 
unemployment over time and of the welfare benefits associated with unemployment 
and low-paid part-time employment, the combination of the two benefits shown in 
Figure 5 provides one of the longest reliable time series available for small areas.  By 
the middle of 2003, the latest date for which we had numerator and denominator data 
in 2005, some 18% of the working age population of Liverpool and 17% of that 
population of Hull were claiming these benefits.  The next four cities with the highest 
claimant rates, all of 13% of their adult populations, were Birmingham, Hastings, 
Newcastle and Middlesbrough.  This partly explains Hastings featuring as an anomaly 
in the South.  Other cities with more than 11% their working age populations living 
on these benefits include: Blackburn, Sunderland, Birkenhead, Rochdale, Manchester, 
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Bradford and Grimsby.  The figure for London is 10.3%.  Rates below 6.5% of this 
population are found only in Aldershot, Reading, Cambridge, Crawley, Oxford, 
Worthing and our anomalous friend in the North: York.  A very high proportion of 
working age people in English cities have to rely on benefits to support them, mainly 
because they cannot find suitable work.  It should be noted here that we have not 
included people on disability and other health-related benefits (nor men aged 60-64 in 
the numerator), which would both further inflate these numbers and reinforces the 
patterns shown above.  There had been significant falls in unemployment as formally 
measured in the years immediately prior to 2003, far less significant falls were 
recorded after that, and actual rises occurred nationally by 2007/8. 
 
Wealth 
 
Figure 6 shows the average absolute change in equivalised housing price from 1993 to 
2003 using building society records as the source of data for the earlier data, coupled 
with the 1991 census figures on dwelling type.  Because the sums of money involved 
are so large and because cities start off from different bases it makes more sense to 
show absolute rather than relative change.   
 
Figure 6: Indicator 53: Change in average housing price in 1993-2003 
 

average house price
change 1993-2003 (£)

  19905 -   36000
  36001 -   60000
  60001 - 100000
100001 - 150000
150001 - 218482

 
Average housing prices in the ten years 1993-2003 rose by over £200,000 only in 
London.  They rose by more than £150,000 in Oxford, Cambridge, Aldershot, 
Brighton and Bournemouth; and by more than £100,000 in: Reading, Crawley, 
Worthing, Southend, Milton Keynes, Southampton, Hastings, Bristol and Portsmouth.  
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They rose between only £40,000 and £50,000 in: Preston, Sheffield, Birkenhead, 
Sunderland, Huddersfield, Rochdale, Wigan, Liverpool and Bolton; by between 
£30,000 and £40,000 in Doncaster, Grimsby, Middlesbrough and Stoke; by between 
£20,000 and £30,000 in Bradford, Barnsley, Hull and Blackburn; and by just less than 
£20,000 in Burnley. 
 
Changes in housing prices over time bear very close correspondence to changes in 
housing wealth (analysis by the authors for the charity Shelter, see “Know Your 
Place: Housing wealth and inequality in Great Britain 1980-2003 and beyond”, Danny 
Dorling and Bethan Thomas, Shelter Policy Library, 20041).  Although the use of the 
dates 1993 to 2003 show a period of particularly rapid polarisation in housing prices, 
that polarisation has been continuing fairly constantly since digital reports of prices 
were first made in the early 1980s.  Short term falls in house prices, as occurred in the 
early 1990s, do little to dent the long term trend in polarising prices between English 
cities along, and exacerbating, a North-West to South-East divide. 
 
Concluding comments 
 
This summary gives a brief description of only five of the key variables contained in 
the State of the Cities database. These key variables are combined in the report to 
create a very simple overall index of the state of the cities combining the five 
traditional measures of quality of life as seen through lack of disease, ignorance, 
idleness, want and squalor as reflected through their modern day equivalents of high 
life expectancy, good qualifications, low work-related benefit claims, low rates of 
poverty and high house prices.  These key state of the city indicators are summarised 
in Table 1 (below). As can be seen, the indicators are sorted by an overall score and 
change measure. This overall index confirms the general impression given by the 
more than one hundred maps and cartograms contained in the full report: that in 
general, English cities are clearly divided between those in the South-East of the 
country and those situated towards the North-West.  There is little sign of that divide 
narrowing and many indications that, in general, it is widening.  The same few 
exceptions to this generalisation are repeatedly mentioned in the full report; most 
notably York ranks within Southern cities (7th overall and the only Northern city in 
the top dozen).  All 23 cities at the bottom of table 1 are in the North as defined in this 
project (by Government Office Region with the West Midlands in the North).  The 
next four are all Southern, but are those socially and/or spatially at the greatest 
distance from the capital: Hastings, Plymouth, Luton and Peterborough.  There is no 
Southern city which, overall on all five indicators, compares to any of the worst-off 
twenty Northern cities.  In general, the better off a city was on these scores in the 
recent past, the more it had improved in the period to 2003. When we have 2011 
census data we will be able then to know the extent to which this trend continued after 
2003. 
 
A simpler way to put this is to state what it would take for Liverpool, at the bottom of 
the table, to become like Leeds, midway, and for Leeds to become like Cambridge (at 
the top).  For Liverpool to be like Leeds its peoples’ life expectancy would have to 
rise by 2.5 years more than that of Leeds in the future, 5% more of its adult 
population would need to gain a degree, 9% of the working age population would 

                                                 
1 Electronic copies available on-line from: http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/sasi/publications/reports/knowyourplace.htm 
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train times to London 2005
(hours:minutes)

0:00 -1:00
1:01- 1:30
1:31 - 2:00
2:00 - 3:00
3:01 - 3:40

have to come off IS or JSA benefits, overall poverty would have to fall by 4% and 
average housing prices rise by £31,650.  For Leeds to be like Cambridge life 
expectancy in Leeds would have to increase by 1.3 years more than in Cambridge in 
the future, an extra 22% of the population would need to gain a degree, 4% fewer 
people would need to be on work-related benefits, poverty rates would need to fall by 
3% and house prices would have to rise by an average of £125,600.  Currently most of 
these indicators are moving in the opposite direction from any such convergence.  
English cities can appear in a series of leagues when the data in table 1 is considered 
in the round.  A “premier league” of four cities with high average scores from 80.9 to 
82.3 is clear (including Oxford and Cambridge), followed by 18 “first division cities” 
with scores from 74.2 to 79.8 (from Crawley to Chatham, including London and 
Bristol).  There is a gap and then a “second division” of 14 cities scoring between 
71.6 and 73.6 (from Preston to Huddersfield, including Leeds and Nottingham), 
followed by a “third division” from 70.9 to 70.4 (headed by Manchester and down to 
Bolton), and a “fourth division” from Grimsby to Middlesbrough, including 
Birmingham, and Newcastle); with Blackburn, Sunderland; and then Hull; and then 
Liverpool following below division four.  Almost all Southern cities are in the 
premier league or first division of table 1.  Less than a half dozen are found in the 
second division and none below that.  Division two downwards is dominated by cities 
of the North of England.  
 
To borrow from the subtitle of an atlas of poverty produced for the United States2, the 
United Kingdom, as viewed through the lens of the cities of England is “one nation, 
pulling apart”. Not to state this clearly in conclusion would be unfair to the readers as 
the patterns are so clear. Given how obvious such a conclusion is from the maps 
reproduced here, I believe that it is imperative that this simple truth is not lost in the 
study of the nuances of more subtle changes occurring in urban England as revealed 
by this data. The simple map on the cover of our full report is worth repeating here, 
for how well it reflects the most basic of understanding that this database should aid. 
Most of what the data can tell you can be read from a train timetable. What matters 
above all else for the cities of England is how far each is away from London. 
 

                                                 
2 Glasmeier, A., 2005, An atlas of Poverty in America: one nation, pulling, apart, 19060-2003, 
Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania. 
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Table 1:  Key state of the city indicators, sorted by an overall score and change measure given 
City 
 
 

Life Exp.  
2001-
2003 

2001 % of 
adults with 
a degree 

%working age 
claiming 
JSA/IS 2003 

%of poverty 
by PSE 
1999-2001 

Average 
housing 
price ‘03 

Average 
score 
2003 

Change 
in score 
over time 

Cambridge 79.5 41 5.1 29 244862 82.3 5.6 
Aldershot 79.0 22 3.7 17 238991 81.9 4.6 
Reading 79.6 26 4.7 20 211794 81.5 5.3 
Oxford 79.2 37 6.1 30 255181 80.9 6.7 
Crawley 79.6 19 4.8 22 205506 79.8 4.7 
Bournemouth 79.7 17 7.1 21 214296 79.1 5.0 
York 79.4 23 5.4 25 147513 78.2 5.4 
Worthing 78.8 16 6.4 20 186992 78.0 4.1 
Southend 79.0 13 7.5 19 186481 77.6 4.2 
Brighton 78.4 29 9.3 27 212361 77.6 6.8 
London 78.6 30 10.3 33 283387 77.5 6.7 
Bristol 78.9 23 7.7 25 160708 77.1 4.6 
Southampton 78.8 19 6.9 25 172585 76.9 4.9 
Norwich 79.8 18 7.5 27 138187 76.3 3.9 
Portsmouth 78.8 16 6.6 25 157145 76.2 4.0 
Swindon 78.2 15 6.6 22 150689 76.0 4.1 
Milton 

 
78.2 18 6.6 25 161625 76.0 4.2 

Gloucester 78.4 16 8.5 22 141690 75.5 3.4 
Northampton 78.2 17 7.8 24 135871 75.1 4.1 
Warrington 77.9 17 6.8 23 119668 75.1 4.6 
Ipswich 79.0 16 10.1 25 134514 74.7 3.5 
Chatham 77.7 12 7.7 23 142374 74.2 2.8 
Preston 77.7 17 7.2 26 97038 73.6 3.6 
Derby 78.1 18 10.5 27 114280 73.1 4.2 
Leeds 78.2 19 8.9 32 119262 72.8 3.1 
Nottingham 77.5 18 9.8 28 123663 72.7 3.4 
Telford 77.9 13 9 27 115722 72.6 2.9 
Leicester 78.0 17 11 28 124812 72.6 2.3 
Blackpool 77.2 13 8.9 24 103656 72.5 2.2 
Plymouth 78.1 13 9.8 28 118978 72.4 3.5 
Hastings 77.4 15 13.4 25 163128 72.3 3.7 
Luton 77.2 14 9.7 28 143698 72.2 2.0 
Peterborough 77.5 14 9.5 28 123089 72.1 2.1 
Wakefield 77.5 14 9 28 110407 72.1 3.5 
Coventry 77.8 16 10.9 28 111165 72.0 3.8 
Huddersfield 77.2 15 8.7 29 97815 71.6 1.8 
Manchester 76.7 19 11.6 30 119569 70.9 3.6 
Sheffield 77.9 16 10.4 33 96328 70.8 3.6 
Wigan 76.5 12 8.6 27 88946 70.7 2.6 
Birkenhead 77.9 13 12.2 29 95632 70.6 3.3 
Mansfield 77.1 9 9.4 28 94749 70.4 2.0 
Bolton 76.8 15 10.4 29 89281 70.4 2.3 
Grimsby 77.6 10 11.5 28 77898 70.0 2.6 
Doncaster 77.3 11 10.6 30 82267 69.8 3.0 
Birmingham 77.4 14 12.8 33 122794 69.7 2.2 
Stoke 76.9 11 10.3 29 78834 69.7 1.7 
Newcastle 77.1 16 12.8 34 111220 69.2 4.1 
Barnsley 77.2 10 10.8 32 79492 68.9 3.0 
Rochdale 76.4 14 12.2 31 92523 68.8 2.5 
Burnley 76.8 12 10.7 31 55879 68.7 1.5 
Bradford 76.9 13 11.5 33 75919 68.6 1.4 
Middlesbroug
 

77.1 12 13.1 32 81760 68.4 3.1 
Sunderland 76.6 12 12.4 34 91322 67.8 3.2 
Blackburn 75.8 14 12.7 30 70969 67.8 1.9 
Hull 76.6 12 17.1 33 72374 66.0 1.4 
Liverpool 75.7 14 18 36 87607 64.7 2.8 
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