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Census 2021 Briefing
Economic Inactivity


GMCA Research
July 2023

Dataset: Economic Inactivity by sex and age
Datalink: The data used in this briefing can be found here.
Definition: ‘Economically inactive’ people do not have a job, have not sought work in the last four weeks, and/or are not available to start work in the next two weeks. Inactive people do not participate in the labour market.
Census day: The 2021 census was held in England and Wales on 21 March 2021. It was undertaken during the Covid-19 pandemic so may not show ‘normal’ population and household patterns due to temporary changes in living circumstances during the pandemic. 




Key points

· Excluding full-time students, 19.3% of 16-64 year olds were ‘economically inactive’ in Greater Manchester in 2021 compared to 17.3% in England.

· Inactivity rates among working age people (16-64 year olds) were higher in 2021 than they were at the time of the previous census in 2011, both in Greater Manchester and nationally.

· Inactivity in Greater Manchester is driven in particular by higher rates of ill-health and disability and by larger numbers of people with caring responsibilties. 

· Although the over fifties have featured in much commentary about the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on inactivity, rates of inactivity among 50-64 year olds were actually lower in 2021 than in 2011. However, they were higher among 35-49 year olds. 

· There were different patterns of inactivity among ethnic groups. People whose ethnic classification was ‘white’ were more likely to be inactive because they were retired. However, people from Asian backgrounds were more likely to be inactive due to caring responsibiltles and to participating in full-time education.
Main Findings

People who don’t work and are not looking for work are known as being ‘econonically inactive’. In Greater Manchester, just under a fifth of working-age people were inactive in 2021 (19.3% of 16-64 year olds excluding students in full-time education, or 352,354 people). This proportion was similar to the wider North West region (19.2%), but higher than for England as a whole (17.3%). 
Only two districts of Greater Manchester - Trafford and Stockport - had rates of inactivity lower than the English average (15.8% and 16.5% respectively). Oldham had the highest rate of inactivity at 23.2% - about six percentage points above the English average. Rochdale and Bolton were not far behind (22.4% and 21.4% respectively). The chart below shows all inactive adults, working-age adults including students and working age adults excluding students. The inclusion of students has a particularly powerful effect on Manchester’s inactivity rate due to its large student population. 
Proportion of economically inactive population, 2021 (Total inactive (16+), 16-64 inactive (including full-time students) and 16-64 inactive (excluding full time students)) 
Source: ONS, Nomis – 2021 Census. Note: f-t refers to full-time students
Age
Although there were higher rates of inactivity in Greater Manchester across the age spectrum than compared with the general pattern for England, the largest differences were not among younger or older people; instead, the biggest discrepancies were actually among ‘mid-life’ 35 to 49 year olds (a difference of one percentage point). 
Economic inactivity within 16-64 population split by age group, 2021
Source: ONS, Nomis – 2021 Census. Note: GM refers to Greater Manchester

Reasons

There are several reasons for being inactive including being retired, disabled, in full-time education or holding caring responsibilities. The district of Manchester stands out both for its student population and relatively low numbers of retired people. However, if students and retired people are set to one side the key explanations for higher rates of inactivity in Greater Manchester appear to be to do with ill health and disability (5.3% of inactivity in Greater Manchester compared with 4.1% in England) as well as a larger number of people with caring responsibilities (5.4% compared to 4.8%). Oldham had the hightest rate of inactivity due to caring responsibilities(7.4%) while Manchester had the highest rate due to sickness or disability[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  ‘Other’ reason is defined by ONS as: “This could include people who choose alternative lifestyles, for example being self-sufficient and growing your own food. As there is no official job, it would count as economically inactive.”
] 

Economic inactivity by reason (16+ population), 2021
Source: ONS, Nomis – 2021 Census

Reasons for inactivity by ethnic group
The reasons for inactivity can be broken down by the ethnicity classifications of the census. Some 39.6% of white people were inactive, with the reason often being to do with retirement (22.5%); relative age and wealth may partly explain this finding. Black people were less likely to be inactive (34.2%), but more likely to be studying full time. Meanwhile, among people of Asian and ‘other’[footnoteRef:3] ethnic backgrounds, caring responsibilities are notably more prevalent – especially in north eastern parts of the conurbation (for example, 18.1% of Asian people in Oldham were inactive due to caring responsibilities, while for Rochdale the proportion was 16.6%). [3:  ‘Other’ ethnic backgrounds do not fit into the main ethnicity categories used and may include, for example, people who identify as Arab or Kurd or Latino/Latina.] 

Reasons for economic inactivity by ethnic group, Greater Manchester 2021
Source: ONS, Nomis – 2021 Census

Change from 2011 

Change in working age inactivity can be tracked using the previous census from 2011. The 2011 census took place during the aftermath of the financial crisis and subsequent recession, whereas the 2021 census took place during the Covid-19 pandemic. In Greater Manchester, economic inactivity among the working age population has increased across most districts since the previous census of 2011. Both the North West and England as a whole also experienced rises in inactivity – but to a lesser extent than in Greater Manchester. 
The largest increase among the districts was seen in Oldham where the economic inactivity rate increased from 20.6% to 23.2% (a difference of 2.6 percentage points), followed by Rochdale (21.4% to 22.4%). The only districts that experienced a decrease in economic inactivity were Wigan and Salford, where economic inactivity reduced from 18.6% to 18.4% and 19% to 17.9% respectively. 
The rise in inactivity was especially notable among people aged 35 and 49. In particular Oldham experienced a large jump in inactive people within this age range from 16.5% in 2011 up to 23.7% in 2021. However, all districts – and indeed England as a whole – also saw a rise among this age cohort. By contrast, among 50-64 year olds, inactivity in 2021 was lower than in 2011 in all districts. This finding puts a new light on current commentary: since the pandemic heightened rates of inactivity among older working age people has been a significant news story.   
Economic inactivity rates, 16-64 year olds, 2011 and 2021 (excluding students)
Source: ONS, Nomis – 2021 and 2011 Census

Inactivity by detailed geography
The map below shows economic inactivity in Greater Manchester at the level of small geographical units known as lower super-output areas (LSOAs) - smaller than wards. The map shows that there are pockets where inactivity rates are high scattered across the conurbation, but with the most sizeable concentrations to be found in Manchester, Oldham, Rochdale and Bolton. 
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Description automatically generated]Economic inactivity in Greater Manchester by LSOA, 2021
Source: ONS, Nomis – 2021 and 2011 Census Note: Students excluded from map

Reflections
Working age inactivity rates have major implications for economic prosperity: areas where many people are inactive (but are not students) are likely to be poorer. Economic in activity is higher in Greater Manchester than in England as a whole – and it has increased slightly more than the English average over 2011-2021 decade.
A rise in economic inactivity was one of the main stories to emerge from the Covid-19 pandemic, but the census enables a longer time horizon and more detailed data. If students and the retired are removed, the notable groups that generate elevated rates of inactivity are people who are disabled, unwell or have caring responsibilities.
Contrary to much commentary during and after the Covid-19 pandemic, the census shows that the main population group driving the change are not people over 50, but those who are slightly younger – in the 35-49 age range. 
Patterns also appear to be driven partly by cultural norms. For example, caring responsibilities seem to be far more prevalent in certain communities than others. 
% 16-24 Inactive	
GM 	England	1.4948824312758237E-2	1.259763230333695E-2	% 25-34 Inactive	
GM 	England	3.534636219206401E-2	2.8814155637450777E-2	% 35-49 Inactive	
GM 	England	5.6880894501245553E-2	4.7291415109042077E-2	% 50-64 Inactive	
GM 	England	8.5524513195205917E-2	8.4368639266022297E-2	Total Pop.	
GM 	England	2282928	46006960	Total Inactive.	
GM 	England	763358	15410004	% 16+ Inactive	
GM 	England	0.33437673023415543	0.33494940765484177	Total 16-64 Pop. 	
GM 	England	1828505	35605659	Total 16-64 Inactive	
GM 	England	352354	6162337	% 16-64 Inactive	
GM 	England	0.19270059420127372	0.1730718423158521	Aged 16 to 24 years	
GM 	England	329533	5989236	16-24 Inactive	
GM 	England	27334	448547	Aged 25 to 34 years	
GM 	England	415642	7667865	25-34 Inactive	
GM 	England	64631	1025947	Aged 35 to 49 years	
GM 	England	563226	10978438	35-49 Inactive	
GM 	England	104007	1683842	Aged 50 to 64 years	
GM 	England	520104	10970120	50-64 Inactive	
GM 	England	156382	3004001	
% 16-64 Population Inactive by Age Group 




Retired	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	0.21050569754577195	0.22103557154018505	0.10648738006840838	0.19743363541583125	0.2012666693341412	0.15581709470267976	0.24130382920306204	0.21357812635035867	0.2146494762288477	0.23274431137278837	0.19071746333224118	0.21479477549449749	0.22226703077766907	Student	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	5.4594843581166889E-2	4.8446771829458064E-2	0.13056503135003814	6.2261074130510331E-2	5.4210703813154841E-2	6.6595673079139411E-2	3.9242111607311017E-2	4.17638924898453E-2	4.9358044587698095E-2	3.5687436265789338E-2	6.5191166447358048E-2	5.6414359245711469E-2	5.6150264660902956E-2	Care Responsibilities 	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	6.4272276822805674E-2	4.7316799142512155E-2	6.5930979682983296E-2	7.3948726174245458E-2	6.5671317599044279E-2	4.6579169375025931E-2	3.8241806074658789E-2	4.9633782732693803E-2	4.315874294923449E-2	4.0670800241166531E-2	5.4248221147191418E-2	4.7987046828591597E-2	4.6729514814621197E-2	Long-Term Sick / Disabled	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	5.4405427628038724E-2	4.6864810067733791E-2	5.8701975988565115E-2	5.6422594701526455E-2	5.9126478304858045E-2	5.6025004494723883E-2	4.1518957673264217E-2	5.6282948751188312E-2	3.7174321783507921E-2	5.4016836996732341E-2	5.2751899749970653E-2	4.073949076875482E-2	5.3288159671138396E-2	Other	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	3.7030818836555554E-2	3.2859605736387056E-2	4.6276126934546233E-2	4.3376908065335368E-2	4.2012723853509917E-2	3.9820948640288401E-2	2.6351144910370113E-2	3.3353858784893269E-2	2.6505506312113885E-2	3.062963817576872E-2	3.6660750298300605E-2	3.1428072932534967E-2	3.2872386063875422E-2	Total: All usual residents aged 16 years and over	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	232293	154871	437958	187035	174947	216921	238927	185136	186150	268694	2282932	46006957	6025635	Proportion of Economically inactive	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	1	1	1	1	1	1	1	1	1	1	1	1	1	Economically active (excluding full-time students)	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	129353	90612	237667	102047	97674	130228	142922	108864	113807	158010	1311184	26945252	3405148	Proportion of Economically Active	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	55.7	58.5	54.3	54.6	55.8	60	59.8	58.8	61.1	58.8	57.4	58.6	56.5	Economically inactive	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	97751	61410	178670	81069	73878	79141	92383	73057	69033	105798	912190	18005455	2478388	Proportion of Economically inactive	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	0.4208090644143388	0.39652355831627611	0.40796149402454118	0.43344293848744886	0.42228789290470831	0.36483789029185743	0.38665784946866616	0.39461260910897933	0.37084609186140211	0.39374902305224529	0.39956950097506189	0.39136374527009032	0.41130735598820706	Economically inactive: Retired	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	48899	34232	46637	36927	35211	33800	57654	39541	39957	62537	435395	9882054	1339300	Economically inactive: Student	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	12682	7503	57182	11645	9484	14446	9376	7732	9188	9589	148827	2595453	338341	Economically inactive: Looking after home or family	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	14930	7328	28875	13831	11489	10104	9137	9189	8034	10928	123845	2207738	281575	Long-term sick or disabled	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	12638	7258	25709	10553	10344	12153	9920	10420	6920	14514	120429	1874300	321095	Economically inactive: Other	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM 	England	North West	8602	5089	20267	8113	7350	8638	6296	6175	4934	8230	83694	1445910	198077	



% Retired	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	0.2253457456912904	0.24326130800303994	6.4394740331650116E-2	8.4436660411006323E-2	4.6044084531439461E-2	7.2153105028996495E-2	3.2743158381114398E-2	4.3721601476856435E-2	4.9234181452962836E-2	7.586922197362013E-2	% Student	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	4.7161380659164705E-2	4.4132157938594853E-2	0.1273595217701386	0.11046541580872046	0.1374826779837173	0.11671909505514187	0.15247936487933966	0.14475665869758231	0.16065450284566454	0.11389061577932549	% Care Responsibilities	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	3.7710603822267694E-2	3.9663694140765891E-2	0.14556551469560511	0.11000150203573007	6.5953576996362381E-2	5.2132862723917948E-2	5.0784449625102389E-2	4.917880770702477E-2	0.13039839303649145	0.10367654097358751	% Long-Term Sick	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	5.6096230095911838E-2	4.1936193792192884E-2	3.844761655598522E-2	2.9581880176248534E-2	3.436254980079681E-2	3.863055338266326E-2	5.7526305840841785E-2	4.4281178287567058E-2	4.0048543689320391E-2	4.1666272199308053E-2	% Other	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	2.9952971868466596E-2	2.6796303096833909E-2	6.1387884413448064E-2	4.9668282302415184E-2	5.8624198856746926E-2	5.7653187047156537E-2	5.2086615000105016E-2	4.6405438447083752E-2	8.9512889186474723E-2	7.3952636567229335E-2	Total Population 16+	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	1816147	38191425	279029	4134389	92368	1792286	47613	938209	47792	950649	Total Economically inactive	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	719679	15115771	121979	1588241	31633	604518	16456	308055	22455	388868	Proportion Economically Inactive	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	0.39626693213710124	0.39578965697142748	0.43715527776682711	0.38415374073412056	0.34246708816906291	0.33728880323787608	0.34561989372650326	0.3283436846161143	0.46984851021091395	0.40905528749307052	Economically inactive: Retired	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	409261	9290496	17968	349094	4253	129319	1559	41020	2353	72125	Economically inactive: Student	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	85652	1685470	35537	456707	12699	209194	7260	135812	7678	108270	Economically inactive: Looking after home or family	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	68488	1514813	40617	454789	6092	93437	2418	46140	6232	98560	Economically inactive: Long-term sick or disabled	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	101879	1601603	10728	122303	3174	69237	2739	41545	1914	39610	Economically inactive: Other	
GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	GM	England	54399	1023389	17129	205348	5415	103331	2480	43538	4278	70303	White                   Asian                 Black                   Mixed                  Other 


% of 16+ population




Proportion 16 - 64 Inactive 	2011	Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	0.19611672405034714	0.17030279994932218	0.17894825010819035	0.20627628370498641	0.21396032329169729	0.19047527221772276	0.15698984870941582	0.18778218586525297	0.15354960167772924	0.18563266335557971	0.18320335509871749	0.16455911984386654	0.18311571623145442	Proportion 16 - 64 Inactive 	2021	Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	0.2141082906034687	0.18487226078728553	0.19426897704739562	0.2316466783452365	0.22445033457895194	0.17867443119661425	0.16502087392151404	0.19634349566792744	0.15797103450180172	0.18438156720675211	0.19270059420127372	0.1730718423158521	0.19178500297457385	
% Inactive 16 - 64




Total Inactive (16+)	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	0.4208090644143388	0.39652355831627611	0.40796149402454118	0.43344293848744886	0.42228789290470831	0.36483789029185743	0.38665784946866616	0.39461260910897933	0.37084609186140211	0.39374902305224529	0.39956950097506189	0.39136374527009032	0.41130735598820706	16-64 Inactive (incl. f-t students)	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	0.28367489687002595	0.24741465211893857	0.34226985834445756	0.30978304810672413	0.29286521247936037	0.25820192934572417	0.2169718897856944	0.24948312462401206	0.22120362828070853	0.23083411753806846	0.27382752576558445	0.24562098401268181	0.26438228016174786	16-64 Inactive (excl. f-t students)	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	0.21410896279946329	0.18487305808901461	0.19426929190024658	0.23164762166881256	0.22445126051502445	0.17867500582034559	0.16502131569959802	0.19634421392026699	0.15797154276963521	0.18438200403479091	0.19270065281532234	0.17307184480711912	0.1917850239418144	Total 16+ Population	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	232286	154872	437962	187033	174951	216917	238925	185134	186154	268694	2282928	46006960	6025635	Total 16-64 Population	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	181567	119423	385795	148420	138084	180994	179650	144619	144862	205091	1828505	35605659	4639320	Total Econ. Inactive (16+)	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	97751	61410	178670	81069	73879	79139	92383	73058	69033	105797	912189	18005457	2478388	Total Econ. Inactive inc. Full-Time Students (16-64)	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	51506	29547	132046	45978	40440	46733	38979	36080	32044	47342	500695	8745497	1226554	Total Econ. Inactive (16 - 64) exc. full-time students	
Bolton	Bury	Manchester	Oldham	Rochdale	Salford	Stockport	Tameside	Trafford	Wigan	GM	England	North West	38875.122048610152	22078.095216164391	74948.121468655634	34381.14000808516	30993.127856956635	32339.104003447628	29646.079365432786	28395.103872935091	22884.073628694896	37815.089589499301	352354.10717608099	6162337.0887032039	889752.09727373836	
% economically inactive 
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