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About the Centre For Towns 

The Centre For Towns is an independent non-partisan organisation dedicated to providing 

research and analysis on a range of issues affecting our towns. Whilst cities receive a good 

deal of attention, we believe that there should be equal attention paid to the viability and 

prosperity of our towns.  

The Centre For Towns has created its own place boundaries. There are no official town 

boundaries provided by the Office for National Statistics, meaning the boundaries we 

created are unique to the Centre For Towns. They do not correspond with local authority 

boundaries for instance, since we know there are many separate towns within single local 

authorities. Our database provides the boundaries of each individual town and uses lookup 

files to append existing data to them in order to create town databases on a range of 

subjects. 

The Centre For Towns has further used these town boundaries to create two distinct place 

typologies; the first based on the size of urban settlement (Table 2 below) and the second 

based on the characteristics of those places (Table 3 below). The Centre For Towns 

database contains thousands of places across the whole of the country, all of which fall 

under the first typology, and many of which fall under the second typology.  

 

Village Place with a population of less than 5,000 people 

Community Place with a population of between 5,000 and 10,000 people 

Small town Place with a population between 10,000 and 30,000 people 

Medium town Place with a population between 30,000 and 75,000 people 

Large town Place with a population above 75,000 people but not a Core City 

Core City One of twelve Core Cities1 identified by Pike at al. (2016) 
Table 1, Typologies of place based on population size (Centre For Towns) 

 

University town Town with a university and at least 5% of the population as students 

Market town Hub towns as defined by Defra 

New town Designated new town status post-war 

Ex-industrial town Town under the remit of the Industrial Communities Alliance2 

Commuter town Town with over 10,000 people within commuting distance of Core Cities 

Coastal town Town with over 10,000 people and a substantial coastline 
Table 2, Typologies of place based on characteristics of place (Centre For Towns) 

  

 

 
1 Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool, London, Manchester, Newcastle-upon-Tyne Nottingham, Sheffield 
2 Christina Beatty and Steve Fothergill. (2018). ‘The contemporary labour market in Britain’s older industrial towns.’ Centre for Regional 
Economic and Social Research, Sheffield Hallam University Working Paper, p. 7. 
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Executive Summary 

There are two parts to the challenge facing our towns from COVID-19. The immediate short-

term crisis is presented by the shutdown of large parts of the economy; many of which are 

disproportionately found in small and medium sized towns. In the medium- and long-term, 

the capacity of these towns to be able to recover from COVID-19 may be impeded by their 

existing status.  

Four broad sectors are currently particularly affected by the COVID-19 shutdown: 

Accommodation; Non-food retail; Pubs and restaurants; and Arts and leisure. Employee’s 

from these sectors are not randomly distributed across England and Wales.  

Over a half of employee’s in some places are currently in sectors which are effectively shut 

down. These places include Newquay in Cornwall (56%) and Skegness (55%) on the East 

Midlands coast. Coastal towns are disproportionately affected by the shutdown. 

On average over a quarter of all employed people in coastal towns across England and 

Wales are currently employed in shut down sectors.  

The closure of hotels, bed and breakfasts, campsites and caravan parks due to COVID-19 

impacts upon coastal towns, with towns like Newquay, St Ives, Skegness, Llandudno and Rhyl 

particularly affected.  

The closure of pubs and restaurants due to COVID-19 also impacts upon coastal towns but 

also ex-industrial towns too. Places like Ilkley, Whitby, St Ives have high proportions of 

employee’s in this sector. 

There is a clear relationship between a place’s existing poor health and its age. Small and 

medium towns are older than Core Cities and the largest of our towns and report higher 

levels of poor health. However, at present the largest of our towns and Core Cities are 

seeing the highest per capita rates of COVID-19.  

Coastal and ex-industrial towns lack the existing resilience to be expected to cope well with 

the effects of COVID-19. Many coastal and ex-industrial towns already suffer from economic 

decline, social isolation, a lack of investment, under-employment and a lack of social 

wellbeing. COVID-19 might be expected to further exacerbate these challenges. 

Coastal towns are the most isolated of all place types. We know residents of such 

communities find access to healthcare problematic, face a declining bus network, and 

experience poor broadband performance relative to the major cities.  
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Introduction 

This report focuses on ‘where’ the impact of COVID-19 is most likely to be felt. There has 

been a lot of attention paid to the macro-economic impacts of COVID-19. We know, for 

instance, which industrial sectors are likely to be most affected thanks to work from 

organizations like the Resolution Foundation3 and the Institute for Fiscal Studies4. 

This report builds on this research, but also looks at other evidence to identify which places in 

England and Wales are particularly exposed to the current government shutdown. For 

instance, many coastal towns are heavily reliant on tourism in the summer months, with 

large proportions of their workforce employed in hotels and travel industry. This report shows 

where those places are and categorizes the scale exposure to COVID-19. 

However, when the recovery from COVID-19 comes the resilience of a place is often 

determined by the existing strength of the local economy. We hypothesize that some 

places are more resilient to the effects of COVID-19 than others.  

Our work at the Centre For Towns, for instance, has shown the very stark differences between 

smaller towns and the largest cities in terms of their age profile. Our largest cities and 

university towns are younger, better connected, better skilled and more economically 

successful than our small and medium sized ex-industrial or coastal towns. The UK 

government, and all the main political parties, have recognized the very real need for 

regional and sub-regional imbalances to finally be addressed.  

The capacity of these small and medium sized towns to recover from the effects of COVID-

19 provides an additional burden on already-struggling places. This report uses multiple 

measures to provide evidence to identify where those places are and should invoke much 

more discussion about ‘where’ the effect of COVID-19 will be felt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/doing-more-of-what-it-takes/ 
4 https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14791 
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Data and methodology  

Aims 

1. To use a range of measures to summarize the impact of COVID-19 on places across 

England and Wales. 

2. To provide a context for each place alongside the impact of COVID-19 to inform the 

likely resilience of a place. 

3. To rank those places in terms of both the impact of each of these measures and their 

likely resilience. 

Data 

For the purposes of this study, data from several sources were merged with the Centre for 

Town’s own typology of places. We have already published a good amount of data 

pertaining to towns, and this report draws on that research. In so doing, it captures sources 

such as the Office for National Statistics (ONS); the last four UK censuses (1981, 1991, 2001, 

2011); the UK Business Register and Employment Survey (BRES); Ofcom; the Department for 

Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy; the Department for Transport; and the Consumer Data 

Research Council. We employ bespoke Centre For Towns lookup files to overlay this data on 

to towns and cities across England and Wales.  

Measuring the risk from COVID-19 

Covid 19 will impact the economic performance of places in the following ways: 

• Direct impact of the Government’s measures to prevent the spread of the virus have 

led to the closure of businesses in selected sectors causing activity either to cease 

completely or to be significantly reduced; 

• The ongoing impact of the effect on consumer and business confidence as the 

lockdown is relaxed, potentially reducing the supply from closed or partially open 

operations and the demand from consumers unwilling to take what they perceive to 

be health risks, such as attending sporting events of drinking in bars; 

• The impact of illness on workforces, potentially creating temporary shortages in labour 

and potentially permanent reductions in the availability of skills;  

• Increased demand on health and social care systems in local areas. 

The first two categories (closure of selected businesses and dampened consumer 

confidence) are widely accepted to account for most of the immediate economic impact 

of COVID-19. In the medium to long term,  
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There are two broad measures captured in this report, each of which has sub-domains. They 

are: 

1. Economic exposure to COVID-19 

This measure uses data from BRES to show the proportion of people employed in four 

industrial sectors which are particularly exposed to both the government shutdown and most 

likely to re-open gradually and to suffer from a lack of consumer confidence due to 

perceived health risks inherent in the activities represented by these sectors5: 

• Accommodation: The proportion of people in each place currently employed in 

hotels, B & B’s, guest houses, campsites and caravan parks. For example, 26% of 

employees in Newquay are employed in this sector, currently in lockdown. 

• Arts & leisure: The proportion of people in each place currently employed in sports 

clubs, and arts & cultural institutions. For example, 13.3% of employees in Newmarket 

are employed in this sector, mostly in horse stables. 

• Non-food retail: The proportion of people in each place currently employed in retail 

sales. For example, 38.3% of employees in Whickham, near Gateshead, are 

employed in this sector. 

• Pubs & restaurants: The proportion of people in each place currently employed in 

pubs and restaurants, catering and mobile food delivery. For example, 28.5% of 

employees in Ilkley (Yorkshire) are currently employed in this sector. 

 

2. The socio-economic resilience of place 
 

This measure draws in data from a range of sources to provide a context to each place 

when determining how resilient it is to the effects of COVID-19. Alongside this report, we will 

be publishing research which provides indices of social wellbeing, isolation, economic 

prosperity, deprivation and decline for places across Britain.  

1) An ageing population: We use Old Age Dependency Ratio’s to show which places 

have the highest proportion of over 65s relative to the working-age population. Given 

that older people are most at risk from COVID-19, it follows that older places are most 

exposed. These are mainly small and medium sized towns. 

2) Social Wellbeing Index. This Index uses  

a) Percent of people in each place with bad/ very bad health.  

b) Percent aged 16 - 64 with disabilities that limit day to day activity a lot.  

c) Percent of households in fuel poverty.  

d) Percent aged 16+ with level 4 qualifications or higher.  

 

 
5 See Appendix for full list of SIC codes 
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e) Percent of households with an occupancy rating of -1 or less. 

3)  Index of Isolation. This index uses: 

a) Distance to nearest GP in kilometres. 

b) Percentage of those who travel to work using train, metro or bus. 

c) Average travel time to nearest hospital (by public transport) in minutes. 

d) Median download speed, megabits per second. 

e) Distance to nearest core city in kilometres. 

4) Index of Economic Wellbeing. This index uses: 

a) Net annual household income after housing costs.  

b) Median house price. 

c) Unemployment rate. 

d) Percent employed in the professional, scientific and technical industries. 

5) Index of relative deprivation. A summary index capturing the previous Indices 

6) Index of Socio-economic change over time. Each place in Britain has its own social 

and economic history. We at the Centre For Towns have always emphasized the 

importance of this context when assessing a place. This index uses:  

a) Change in unemployment rate 2001 - 2011  

b) Median house price growth 1996 – 2017 

c) Change in percent aged 16+ with level 4 qualifications or higher 2001 – 2011 

d) Change in percent employed in manufacturing 1981 – 2011 

e) Population growth 1981 – 2011 

Structure of the report 

Each of the above measures will be analyzed in turn. Table 3 below shows each of the 

measures we will cover. 

Measure Sub-domain 

Economic exposure to COVID-19 Accommodation sector 

 Arts & Leisure sector 

 Non-food retail sector 

 Pubs & restaurants sector 

 Overall sectoral exposure 

Socio-economic resilience to the effects of COVID-19 Ageing population 

 Social Wellbeing 

 Social Isolation 

 Economic Wellbeing 

 Relative Deprivation 

 Socio-economic change since 1981 

Table 3, Measures of exposure and resilience to COVID-19 
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Economic exposure to COVID-19 

As described above, this section of the report breaks down the economic exposure to 

COVID-19 as a result of the government shutdown. There are four sectors which have been 

identified as particularly exposed, and we take each in turn. 

Accommodation sector 

This section covers all people employed in hotels, bed and breakfasts, guest houses, 

campsites and caravan parks. The government shutdown has effectively closed these 

sectors for at least two months. Whilst the sector overall constitutes a small proportion of all 

employment in England & Wales (1.4%), there are many towns reliant on these sectors for 

local employment, particularly coastal towns which need the revenue associated with 

tourism. The table below shows the twenty places with the highest proportion of employee’s 

working in hotels and other accommodation. 

Place Region % employed in Accommodation 

Newquay South West 26.0 

Skegness East Midlands 24.1 

Minehead South West 23.4 

Mablethorpe East Midlands 21.3 

Sandown South East 17.7 

Dawlish South West 17.5 

South Hayling South East 16.6 

Porthcawl Wales 16.4 

Berwick-upon-Tweed North East 15.4 

St Ives (Cornwall) South West 14.5 

Kinmel Bay Wales 14.4 

New Ollerton East Midlands 14.0 

Great Yarmouth East of England 13.1 

Kirkham North West 12.2 

Northam South West 10.4 

Rothwell Yorkshire and The Humber 10.0 

Exmouth South West 9.6 

Sidmouth South West 9.6 

Swanage South West 9.2 

Ampthill East of England 9.2 

Table 4, Top 20 places for people employed in the Accommodation sector 

Small and medium sized coastal towns dominate this list, many of whom are dependent on 

tourism for their economic wellbeing. Many of these towns have relatively small populations 

of under thirty thousand people. The map on the following page shows those places which 

are in the top 5% and top 10% in their proportion of those employed in the 

Accommodation sector. 
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Figure 1, Highest ranking places for people employed in the Accommodation sector 
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Art and leisure sector 

This sector comprises a range of sub-sectors. Creative arts and entertainment facilities, 

libraries, museums, cultural services and sports activities are all covered in this sector. The 

government shutdown and social isolation has effectively closed this sector down. The table 

below lists the top 20 places in England & Wales for people employed in the art and leisure 

sector. 

Place Region % employed in Art & Leisure 

St Blazey South West 22.5 

Newmarket East of England 13.3 

West Kirby North West 11.0 

Brackley East Midlands 10.6 

Stretford North West 10.2 

Mountsorrel East Midlands 10.0 

Worsbrough Yorkshire and The Humber 10.0 

Saltash South West 9.7 

Todmorden Yorkshire and The Humber 9.3 

Risca Wales 9.2 

Broomhall/Virginia Water South East 8.8 

Kingsteignton South West 8.3 

Wetherby Yorkshire and The Humber 7.6 

Tredegar Wales 7.5 

Sandhurst South East 7.2 

Lymington South East 7.1 

Totton South East 6.9 

Llandudno Wales 6.3 

West Bridgford East Midlands 6.3 

Walton-on-Thames South East 5.8 

Table 5, Top 20 places for people employed in the Arts & Leisure sector 

St Blazey is the location of the Eden Project, whilst Newmarket is internationally famous for its 

horse racing.  

Non-food retail sector 

The non-food retail sector is made up of employees working in high street shops, stalls and 

markets. This is a sector which has already faced significant challenges in recent years. 

Dozens of multiple chain retailers have ceased trading in the last decade and many high 

streets are in decline, particularly but not exclusively in towns. 

Therefore, the advent of COVID-19 provides yet another challenge to the sector, meaning 

many employees in this sector are either being furloughed or losing work altogether. The 

table on the next page shows the top 20 places for people employed in the retail sector.  
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Place Region % employed in non-food retail 

Whickham North East 38.3 

Cleveleys North West 34.0 

Kingsteignton South West 26.9 

Driffield Yorkshire and The Humber 26.6 

Shepton Mallet South West 25.3 

Oswaldtwistle North West 25.0 

Penzance South West 22.7 

Pontypridd Wales 22.7 

Aberystwyth Wales 22.5 

Sidmouth South West 22.0 

Hexham North East 21.8 

Uppermill North West 21.8 

Cheadle Hulme North West 21.8 

Yate South West 21.1 

Brierley Hill West Midlands 21.0 

Street South West 20.9 

Helston South West 20.7 

Wells South West 20.6 

Abingdon South East 20.4 

Heckmondwike Yorkshire and The Humber 20.3 

Table 6, Top 20 places for people employed in the non-food retail sector 

Many places have very significant proportions of people employed in the retail sector as 

befits the sector’s role in the economy. Towns in the South West, North West and Wales are 

more likely to have higher proportions of retail employees. Again, coastal towns are well 

represented in these figures, and the map on the following page shows the places with the 

highest proportions of employee’s in this sector. 
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Figure 2, Highest ranking places for people employed in the non-food retail sector 
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Pubs and restaurants sector 

As with the retail sector, pubs have been facing a challenging landscape in recent years. 

Many pubs have closed across Britain. Along with restaurants, this sector has been shut down 

due to COVID-19, although many restaurants and some pubs are carrying out deliveries. 

Table 7 below shows the twenty places with the highest proportion of employees in this 

sector. 

Place Region 
% employed in pubs and 

restaurants 

Ilkley Yorkshire and The Humber 28.5 

Whitby Yorkshire and The Humber 22.9 

Swanage South West 21.2 

St Ives (Cornwall) South West 20.5 

Catterick Garrison Yorkshire and The Humber 19.3 

Sleaford East Midlands 19.0 

Abertillery Wales 19.0 

Whitley Bay North East 17.5 

Cleethorpes Yorkshire and The Humber 16.8 

Irlam North West 16.6 

Middlewich North West 16.5 

Mildenhall East of England 16.3 

Haxby Yorkshire and The Humber 15.9 

Crowborough South East 15.3 

Garforth Yorkshire and The Humber 15.3 

Lymm North West 15.0 

Ilfracombe South West 14.7 

Clifton (City of Nottingham) East Midlands 14.5 

Brixham South West 14.3 

Aberystwyth Wales 14.2 

Table 7, Top 20 places with employees in the pubs and restaurants sector 

The map on the next page shows the places with the highest proportions of employees 

working in pubs and restaurants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

15 

 

 
Figure 3, Highest ranking places for people employed in the pubs and restaurants sector 
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Overall sectoral exposure to COVID-19  

We have combined the data from the four most at-risk sectors6 to produce an overall figure 

for the proportion of people employed in those sectors in each place in England & Wales. 

Some places have very high proportions of people currently in the shutdown sectors. 

Somewhat remarkably, over half (56.2%) of employees in Newquay in Cornwall are 

employed in one of these four shutdown sectors.  

The table below shows the twenty places with the highest proportions of employees currently 

employed in one of the four at-risk sectors.  

Place Region % employed in shutdown sectors 

Newquay South West 56.2 

Skegness East Midlands 54.7 

Whickham North East 52.8 

Cleveleys North West 48.2 

St Ives (Cornwall) South West 48.0 

Minehead South West 48.0 

Aberystwyth Wales 47.1 

Whitby Yorkshire and The Humber 46.9 

Ilkley Yorkshire and The Humber 44.7 

Kingsteignton South West 44.5 

Mablethorpe East Midlands 44.5 

Swanage South West 44.2 

Sidmouth South West 43.4 

Porthcawl Wales 43.0 

Penzance South West 42.2 

Llandudno Wales 40.9 

Falmouth South West 40.6 

Kinmel Bay Wales 39.8 

Sandown South East 39.6 

St Blazey South West 39.3 

Table 8, Top 20 places with employees in the sectors currently shut down due to COVID-19 

Small coastal towns dominate the list. Over a quarter (28%) of employee’s in coastal towns 

are in sectors covered by the current shutdown and in many of the places above this is 

significantly higher. The map on the following page shows where the most exposed places 

are in England & Wales.  

 

 

 

 
6 Arts & Leisure; Accommodation; Pubs & Restaurants; Non-food Retail 
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Figure 4, The places with the highest exposure to the effects of the COVID-19 shutdown 
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As Table 9 below shows, the South West is particularly affected by the government shutdown. 

It has the highest proportion of people employed in each of the sectors with Wales close 

behind. 

Region/nation Proportion of people employed in each of the sectors affected by the COVID-19 shutdown 

 Accommodation Non-food retail Pubs & restaurants Arts & Leisure All sectors 

East Midlands 1.4 10.2 6.3 1.9 19.7 

East of England 1.2 10.6 5.7 2.1 19.7 

North East 1.3 11.1 7.0 1.5 20.9 

North West 1.0 11.1 6.1 1.8 20.0 

South East 1.3 10.1 6.3 2.5 20.2 

South West 3.1 12.2 7.3 2.6 25.3 

Wales 1.4 11.7 6.5 2.1 21.7 

West Midlands 0.7 10.6 5.4 1.3 18.0 

Yorkshire and The Humber 1.0 10.1 7.4 1.8 20.4 

Table 9, Regional breakdown of people employed in at-risk sectors affected by COVID-19 

Equally, as Table 10 shows, it is small towns which are most exposed to the government 

shutdown.  

Place type Proportion of people employed in each of the sectors affected by the COVID-19 shutdown 

 Accommodation Non-food retail Pubs & restaurants Arts & Leisure All sectors 

Core City 0.7 10.0 6.6 2.1 19.3 

Large town 0.8 10.5 5.9 1.9 19.0 

Medium town 1.1 10.5 5.9 1.9 19.4 

Small town 1.6 11.0 6.8 2.1 21.5 

Table 10, People employed in at-risk sectors by place type 

Table 11 shows which type of places are most affected by the government shutdown of 

sectors. Coastal towns are most affected overall with commuter towns least affected. They 

have higher proportions of employees in every sector affected by the government 

shutdown. Non-food retail employment is spread evenly across place types. 

Place type Proportion of people employed in each of the sectors affected by the COVID-19 shutdown 

 Accommodation Non-food retail Pubs & restaurants Arts & Leisure All sectors 

Coastal towns 4.4 12.6 8.2 2.6 27.8 

Commuter towns 0.7 9.3 4.9 1.9 16.8 

Ex-industrial towns 0.5 10.7 5.8 1.7 18.7 

Market towns 1.5 11.5 6.5 2.2 21.6 

New towns 0.6 10.9 4.7 1.5 17.6 

University towns 1.0 11.6 6.6 1.8 20.9 

Table 11, People employed in at-risk sectors by place type 
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Socio-economic resilience to the effects of COVID-19 

The above analysis represents the sectors which are currently most exposed to the COVID-19 

government shutdown. However, at the Centre For Towns we always consider the context of 

the places themselves. For example, a thriving town with a good mix of working-age families 

may be better placed to deal with the effects of COVID-19 than a declining town with an 

ageing population.  

In this section, we will describe how resilient our towns (and cities) are to the effects of COVID-

19 using a range of measures to do so.  

An ageing population 

The chart below shows how, over recent decades, our towns and cities have drifted apart 

demographically. Our small towns, villages and communities have grown older whilst our 

Core Cities and large towns have got younger and younger.   

 
Figure 5, Old-age dependency ratio’s, 1981-2011, by place type 

These trends portend quite different futures for our towns and cities. Our population is 

projected to continue to age well into the middle of the century, invoking a series of existing 

public policy challenges. By the middle of the century, it is widely recognized there will be 

millions more people over the age of sixty-five in the population. A flat replacement fertility 

rate allied with restrictions on immigration mean over 65s will form a greater proportion of 

our population than even they do now. 

Importantly, places should expect to age in different ways. University towns and our largest 

cities will continue to attract in younger people whilst our ex-industrial and coastal towns will 

only age further. This is already placing significant burdens on local economies. Serving an 

ageing population is very different to serving a younger one. High streets cater for their 
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catchment population and older people have less disposable income than those of 

working age. Bus routes are cut because the customers they serve are older and less 

profitable. Health services are strained, local tax revenue’s fall. In some communities, 

schools are already being closed as there aren’t enough children born locally to fill the 

places available. 

COVID-19 has been shown to particularly affect older people with existing poor health. The 

chart below plots the old-age dependency of places against the proportion reported to be 

in bad or very bad health according to the 2011 census.   

 

 
Figure 6, The old-age dependency and existing health of places 

As we would expect, the Core Cities are the youngest place type in terms of their old-age 

dependency, closely followed by large towns. Small and medium sized towns are the oldest 

place type, but there is also a positive linear relationship between the old-age dependency 

of a place and the proportion of adults in poor health.  

However, as of the 17th of April, the relationship between the number of COVID-19 cases 

and old-age dependency has been a negative one7 (see Figure 7, below). That is, the trend 

has been for the number of COVID-19 cases per capita to go down as old-age 

dependency goes up. The chart in Figure 7 uses upper tier local authority data. 

 

 
7 The data does not include care home cases.  
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It shows for example that Inner and Outer London, Liverpool, Sheffield and Birmingham are 

amongst the highest local authorities for per capita COVID-19 cases. Each of these Core 

City local authorities are amongst the youngest of all local authorities in terms of their old-

age dependency.  

By contrast, some of the older local authorities have thus far recorded relatively low numbers 

of per capita COVID-19 cases. Rutland, Somerset, the Isle of Wight, Herefordshire and 

Cornwall are amongst the oldest local authorities but each record low numbers of COVID-19 

cases per capita.  

The chart appears to indicate the presence of an urbanity link between the transmission of 

COVID-19 cases and old-age dependency. Clearly, our Core Cities and largest urban local 

authorities present ideal conditions for the transmission of COVID-19 given their population 

density. Our rural and semi-rural local authorities are less dense albeit with the presence of 

some small and medium sized towns.   

 

 
Figure 7, COVID-19 cases and old-age dependency by local authority 

Local authorities like Sunderland, Gateshead, St Helens, Wolverhampton, Walsall, Solihull and 

Sandwell are amongst the highest local authorities for cases of COVID-19 per capita and lie 

in the middle of local authorities for old-age dependency. In fact, Sunderland, Sheffield, 

Gateshead and St Helens have slightly higher per capita COVID-19 cases than Inner and 

Outer London local authorities.  

In summary, we know from census data that our small and medium towns have higher 

levels of recorded poor health and old-age dependency. They would therefore come into 
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the COVID-19 pandemic as places susceptible to the onset of the virus. However, as yet, the 

relationship between old-age dependency and the number of COVID-19 cases per capita 

is a negative one. This may represent a positive relationship between population density and 

COVID-19 transmission irrespective of the demographics of place. Ironically, the relative 

isolation and rurality of small towns may thus far be a protective factor.   

Social wellbeing and COVID-19 

We use a composite index to portray the social wellbeing of places. The index contains the 

percent of people in each place with bad/ very bad health; the percent aged 16 - 64 with 

disabilities that limit day to day activity a lot; the percent of households in fuel poverty; the 

percent aged 16+ with level 4 qualifications or higher; and the percent of households with 

an occupancy rating of -1 or less. 

We know that our Core Cities and university towns have higher proportions of people with 

degree or above qualifications. Our small and medium sized towns have higher proportions 

of those with no qualifications and people in poor health. We also recognize that most 

inequality occurs within a place rather than between them. That is, a Core City in the 

aggregate might well have better scores in terms of its social wellbeing compared to small 

towns but still contain very significant inequalities between neighbourhoods within them. 

The two tables below show how each of the Centre For Towns place types perform with 

regards to our measure of social wellbeing. The higher the score the worse the social 

wellbeing of the place type in question. Ex-industrial and coastal towns have the worst social 

wellbeing of the six place types in question, with commuter towns and market towns having 

the highest.   

Place type Social wellbeing score Social wellbeing rank Average ranking overall8 

Coastal 0.37 2 272 

Commuter -0.43 6 529 

Ex-industrial 0.66 1 188 

Market town -0.39 5 519 

New town 0.16 4 346 

University 0.20 3 316 

Table 12, Social wellbeing by place type 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Out of 805 places 
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Place Region Social wellbeing score 

Mablethorpe East Midlands 2.14 

Shirebrook East Midlands 1.95 

Sheerness South East 1.90 

Worsbrough Yorkshire and The Humber 1.75 

Tredegar Wales 1.74 

Bootle North West 1.73 

Abertillery Wales 1.71 

Wednesbury West Midlands 1.70 

Peterlee North East 1.70 

Nelson (Pendle) North West 1.70 

Mountain Ash Wales 1.67 

Kirkby North West 1.66 

Bloxwich West Midlands 1.63 

Mexborough Yorkshire and The Humber 1.62 

Tonypandy Wales 1.62 

Ince-in-Makerfield North West 1.62 

Darlaston West Midlands 1.61 

Merthyr Tydfil Wales 1.60 

Maesteg Wales 1.60 

Oldham North West 1.59 

Table 13, Social wellbeing rankings top 20. The higher the score the worse the measure of social wellbeing. 

The resilience of a place should include its social wellbeing. This evidence points to towns 

which perform poorly in terms of their social wellbeing and enter the COVID-19 pandemic in 

a worse place than commuter towns for example.  

Social isolation and COVID-19 

Our composite index of social isolation incorporates the following domains for each place: 

the average distance to the nearest GP in kilometres; the percentage of those who travel to 

work using train, metro or bus; the average travel time to nearest hospital (by public 

transport) in minutes; the median download speed, megabits per second; and the distance 

to the nearest Core City in kilometres. 

Our aim with this measure is to understand how isolated places are and with it how isolated 

place types are. The data we use has already shown how our small and medium towns 

tend to be more isolated along some of those measures. Social isolation is a necessary 

feature of the response to the COVID-19 pandemic with people forced to self-isolate in their 

homes. The effects of this are felt keenly by all people in all place types. Our aim with this 

measure is to identify the places which were most isolated before the pandemic started. 
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Place type Social isolation score Social isolation rank Average ranking overall9 

Coastal 0.28 2 300 

Commuter -0.32 4 534 

Ex-industrial -0.34 5 534 

Market town 0.34 1 281 

New town -0.16 3 466 

University -0.34 6 539 

Table 14, Social isolation by place type 

As one might expect, our coastal towns are social isolated according to these measures, 

but market towns rank highest for social isolation. Table 15 below shows the twenty places 

with the highest levels of social isolation. There are many coastal towns and market towns in 

the list, together with towns in central Wales and East Anglia.  

By far the most isolated region of England and Wales is the South West of England with an 

overall social isolation more than twice the level of isolation experienced by its nearest 

region, Wales. Table 15 has seven towns from the South West within it. We know that the 

average distance to the nearest Core City (Bristol) is 79 kilometres for places in the South 

West. For many in Cornwall it is even higher still. Similarly, in the East of England the average 

distance to the nearest Core City is 72 kilometres.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Out of 805 places 



 

 

25 

 

Place Region Social isolation score 

Blackfield South East 2.04 

Bodmin South West 1.92 

Mildenhall East of England 1.83 

New Romney South East 1.68 

Mablethorpe East Midlands 1.64 

Newquay South West 1.56 

Wisbech East of England 1.56 

Newtown (Powys) Wales 1.47 

Helston South West 1.45 

Market Drayton West Midlands 1.44 

Watton East of England 1.44 

Diss East of England 1.44 

Llandudno Junction Wales 1.35 

Ivybridge South West 1.29 

Ross-on-Wye West Midlands 1.28 

St Blazey South West 1.27 

Bridgnorth West Midlands 1.23 

Verwood South West 1.22 

Daventry East Midlands 1.22 

Ammanford Wales 1.22 

Table 15, Places with the highest levels of social isolation 

Places with high levels of social isolation before COVID-19 may prove to have more 

resilience to the effects of COVID-19 given their social isolation impedes the likelihood of 

widespread viral transmission. However, in many places the pandemic may serve to further 

accelerate the pervasive sense of isolation in many small towns in semi-rural communities. 

Access to healthcare facilities is a real problem in small towns and rural communities. Public 

transport provision is mixed at best and many older people live many miles away from their 

nearest GP, pharmacy or hospital.  

Access to a good broadband connection in a country self-isolating is essential. We have 

shown at the Centre For Towns that access to high quality broadband is relatively poor in 

small towns and isolated coastal towns; a problem when accessing public information 

about the virus or shopping online, for example.  

Economic wellbeing and COVID-19 

The economic resilience of any place covers a range of measures and factors. For the 

purposes of this report, we have constructed an economic wellbeing index which includes 

four factors for every place in our data: the average net annual household income after 

housing costs; median house prices in 2018; the unemployment rate; and the percent 

employed in the professional, scientific and technical industries. 
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We know that the North East has lagged the rest of the UK in terms of productivity in recent 

years, and our data in Table 16 below reflects this. However, Wales is the worst performing 

with many of its towns performing poorly using our measures of economic wellbeing. 

However, there are stark disparities between say the success of the South East when set 

against the North East, Wales, the Midlands and North. 

 

Region/nation 
Economic wellbeing 

score 
Economic wellbeing 

rank 
Average ranking 

overall10 

East Midlands -0.26 5 477 

East of England 0.55 2 260 

North East -0.57 8 567 

North West -0.26 4 576 

South East 0.88 1 189 

South West 0.25 3 322 

Wales -0.77 9 616 

West Midlands -0.37 6 498 

Yorkshire and The 
Humber 

-0.43 
7 

523 

Table 16, Regional or national economic wellbeing 

As Table 17 below shows, ex-industrial towns and coastal towns have the worst economic 

wellbeing according to our measures. Their house prices are lower than the other place 

types; unemployment is higher; incomes are lower; and the proportions of those working in 

professional employment are also lower.  

Place type Economic wellbeing score Economic wellbeing rank Average ranking overall11 

Coastal towns -0.39 5 540 

Commuter towns 0.60 1 240 

Ex-industrial towns -0.80 6 629 

Market town towns 0.37 2 304 

New towns -0.17 4 451 

University towns -0.14 3 443 

Table 17, Economic wellbeing by place type 

So, when we list the twenty places with the worst economic wellbeing in England and Wales 

(Table 18 below) it is no surprise to see coastal and ex-industrial places prominent 

throughout the list.  

 

 

 
10 Out of 805 places 
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Place Region Type of place 

Ince-in-Makerfield North West Ex-industrial 

Darlaston West Midlands Ex-industrial 

Bloxwich West Midlands Ex-industrial 

Nelson North West Ex-industrial 

Oldham North West Ex-industrial 

Worsbrough Yorkshire and The Humber Ex-industrial 

Ebbw Vale Wales Ex-industrial 

Bilston West Midlands Ex-industrial 

Mountain Ash Wales Ex-industrial 

Farnworth North West Ex-industrial 

Litherland North West Ex-industrial 

Rhyl Wales Coastal 

Conisbrough Yorkshire and The Humber Ex-industrial 

Tipton West Midlands Ex-industrial 

Tredegar Wales Ex-industrial 

Bootle North West Ex-industrial 

Sheerness South East Coastal 

Wednesbury West Midlands Ex-industrial 

Merthyr Tydfil Wales Ex-industrial 

Kinmel Bay Wales Coastal 

Table 18, The twenty places with the lowest economic wellbeing in England and Wales 

The list is dominated by ex-industrial and coastal towns, and by three parts of England and 

Wales: the West Midlands, Wales and the North West. Only one town is in the south of 

England (Sheerness). Somewhat remarkably, this is the only southern town in the 100 worst 

performing places in England and Wales. Once again, in the worst 100 places it is 

dominated by the North West, North East, West Midlands and Wales.  

Clearly, if we accept that those places which are already performing poorly economically 

will be least well placed to adapt to the economic effects of COVID-19, then we should 

expect the hardest hit places to be in this list. Wales, the West Midlands, North West and 

North East should be expected, according to this working hypothesis, to suffer the worst of 

any economic downturn associated with COVID-19. 

Perhaps most worryingly, many of these places have barely recovered from the macro-

economic shift from an industrial economy to one dominated by high-skilled, white collar 

employment or retail. Let’s say we use their performance in overcoming that macro-

economic shift as a model for how they might now adapt to a once-in-a-century economic 

event such as that presented by COVID-19. It should give economists and those in public 

policy pause when considering quite where and how any interventions post-crisis are 

implemented. Many of these ex-industrial and coastal towns are already in need of 

significant investment. 
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Absolute deprivation and COVID-19 

Our measure of absolute deprivation combines the social, economic and isolation indices 

from the previous sections. We believe these measures interact in different ways in different 

places but a place which has poor social and economic wellbeing and is isolated might 

be said to be lacking in resilience with regards to COVID-19. The absolute deprivation index 

can thus be described as a summary measure made up of the following: the five indicators 

included in the social index; the five indicators included in the isolation index; and the four 

indicators included in the economic index. 

Table 19 summarises the results across six place types. Coastal and ex-industrial towns are 

clearly the places with the highest levels of absolute deprivation according to the 

composite indices we have produced. Of the top 100 places for absolute deprivation, 

three-quarters are either coastal towns (28%) or ex-industrial towns (47%).  

Place type Absolute deprivation score Absolute deprivation rank Average ranking overall12 

Coastal towns 0.35 1 243 

Commuter towns -0.44 6 591 

Ex-industrial towns 0.34 2 239 

Market town towns -0.12 5 452 

New towns 0.05 3 384 

University towns -0.01 4 401 

Table 19, Absolute deprivation by place type 

At the regional level, certain place types come up regularly. The ten regional place types 
with the highest levels are absolute deprivation are listed below in Table 20. 

Region/nation Place type Absolute deprivation score Average ranking overall13 

East Midlands Coastal towns 1.53 3 

Wales Ex-industrial towns 0.83 60 

Wales Coastal towns 0.72 90 

Yorkshire & The Humber Coastal towns 0.49 162 

Wales Market towns 0.35 209 

Yorkshire & The Humber Ex-industrial towns 0.35 220 

South West Coastal towns 0.33 237 

East Midlands Ex-industrial towns 0.33 221 

East of England Coastal towns 0.32 237 

Wales University towns 0.31 231 

Table 20, Combination of region/nation and place types in absolute deprivation levels 

 

 
12 Out of 805 places 
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Table 21 below list the top 20 places for absolute deprivation according to our measures. 

Once again, coastal and ex-industrial towns dominate the list. 

Place Region Absolute deprivation score 

Mablethorpe East Midlands 1.79 

Tredegar Wales 1.33 

Kinmel Bay Wales 1.26 

Skegness East Midlands 1.26 

Sheerness South East 1.20 

Shirebrook East Midlands 1.16 

Maesteg Wales 1.13 

Peterlee North East 1.13 

Ebbw Vale Wales 1.11 

Merthyr Tydfil Wales 1.09 

Ystradgynlais Wales 1.08 

Bodmin South West 1.06 

Tonypandy Wales 1.04 

Wisbech East of England 1.03 

Rhyl Wales 0.99 

Nelson (Pendle) North West 0.98 

South Elmsall Yorkshire and The Humber 0.97 

Llanelli Wales 0.94 

Bridlington Yorkshire and The Humber 0.94 

Porth Wales 0.92 

Table 21, Twenty most deprived places in England and Wales according to our measures 

These places entered the COVID-19 pandemic already facing a battery of challenges. 

Many of these towns are isolated coastal towns. The average distance from a nearby Core 

City for these twenty places is 56km. Mablethorpe, Skegness and Bodmin are over a 

hundred kilometres from a nearby Core City, whilst Sheerness, Rhyl and Bridlington are close 

behind in terms of their remoteness.  

Socio-economic decline since 1981 

At the Centre For Towns, we have long argued that a complete understanding of the 

challenges facing our towns must include how they have changed in recent decades. We 

have already documented how an ageing population impacts upon our towns, but we also 

need to address how places have changed in other ways. In this report we employ four 

domains to understand how places have changed since 1981: the change in the 

unemployment rate between 2001 and 2011; change in median house price growth 

between 1996 and 2017; the change in the percent of people aged 16+ with level 4 

qualifications or higher between 2001 and 2011; the change in the percent employed in 

manufacturing between 1981 and 2011; and finally, absolute population growth between 

1981 and 2011.  
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Table 22 below shows the top twenty places with regards to socio-economic decline using 

these measures.  

Place Region Absolute deprivation score 

Tipton West Midlands 1.95 

Bilston West Midlands 1.44 

Stone West Midlands 1.38 

Willenhall West Midlands 1.30 

Bloxwich West Midlands 1.25 

Ince-in-Makerfield North West 1.15 

Great Harwood North West 1.15 

Oldbury West Midlands 1.12 

Wednesfield West Midlands 1.11 

Rowley Regis West Midlands 1.11 

Bacup North West 1.05 

Wednesbury West Midlands 1.03 

Walsall West Midlands 1.03 

Heywood North West 1.03 

Darlaston West Midlands 1.02 

Oldham North West 1.00 

West Bromwich West Midlands 0.99 

Hartlepool North East 0.97 

Royton North West 0.97 

Atherton North West 0.96 

Table 22, Places with the most socio-economic decline since 1981 

Except for Hartlepool, the list is dominated by the West Midlands and the North West, both 

areas which continued to see the effects of deindustrialization. There isn’t a single place in 

the South East in the top 100 places with the most decline. Unsurprisingly, the list is 

dominated by ex-industrial towns.  

Socio-economic resilience – a summary 

The evidence above points to several challenges faced by towns across England and 

Wales. These challenges pre-date COVID-19 and are likely to persist beyond COVID-19. 

However, the capacity of a place to withstand the economic shocks associated with 

COVID-19 depend on their existing resilience. Whilst our major towns and cities have thus far 

borne the brunt of the pandemic in terms of the number of cases and deaths experienced 

by them, those places are better placed to recover economically.  

In contrast, many of our isolated coastal towns and ex-industrial towns are facing down both 

short- and long-term effects from COVID-19. At its peak, during the government-enforced 

lockdown of industrial sectors, these places are heavily leveraged on precisely those sectors 
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which are shut down. In addition, coastal and ex-industrial towns enter the COVID-19 

pandemic facing a range of significant challenges.  

The net effect of these twin challenges will be to further exacerbate the need for 

overwhelming intervention in specific communities, most notably coastal and ex-industrial 

towns in the South West, parts of Wales, the Midlands, North East and North West.   

Implications for public policy 

COVID-19 is delivering an unprecedented economic shock, the full extent of which will not 

be clear for some time. The government has recognised the negative economic 

consequences of its moves to suppress the virus to levels the health and care systems can 

cope with. Significant resources to try and mitigate the effect and preserve assets and jobs 

in the economy including a furlough scheme, a range of loans and support to different sizes 

of businesses and a mix of other grants, payments  and payment holidays for both 

businesses, consumers, charities and the self-employed are of course welcome. 

Nevertheless, as the analysis in this report shows, additional interventions will be required to 

avoid the initial shock turning into permanent damage. Most obviously, the South West is a 

region that has generally performed relatively well compared to other parts of the UK but the 

shock here due to the COVID-19 management measures is likely to be both more severe 

and longer lasting than in other parts of the UK due to its sector structure. But it is not alone. 

Wales, the North East and Yorkshire and Humberside also face increased challenges as do 

coastal and ex-industrial towns across the UK and smaller towns generally. 

The Centre for Towns has identified the following areas for urgent adoption by Government: 

• Develop a programme of financial support that targets the most at-risk sectors, 

defined by short-term closure and expected duration of recovery, managed at a 

geographic level, that extends out throughout the likely duration of the pandemic. 

This should consider non-repayable grant funding for sectors deemed to be 

important to medium to long-term local economic prosperity such as hotels, 

hospitality and arts and recreation. The disbursement of this funding must use existing 

local bodies to mediate this relief.  

• Develop an effective commercial and bio support mechanism that is available at a 

local level to support businesses plan their recovery strategies and to define and 

implement the appropriate level of bio-protection in their facilities. This should include 

programs to collect as real-time as possible local economic and operational 

indicators to support effective planning (e.g. local footfall, planned opening dates, 

level of capacity intended, hotel bookings etc) and future promotional campaigns. 
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• Introduce skills retention and development programmes as soon as practical in the 

identified sectors to ensure no loss of capability and the opportunity to upskill the local 

workforce during a period of enforced inactivity. 

• Engage with local cultural, leisure and sporting clubs to understand their funding 

requirements. These institutions are often the bedrock of many of our towns and will 

need a package of support unique to their circumstances. Too often, the biggest 

institutions are best equipped to call for support, which results in smaller clubs and arts 

facilities being left behind.  

• Ensure adequate levels of health service provision going forward to allow 

management of any flare ups in the virus and to reassure visitors to places.  
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Appendix 

SIC codes for sectoral analysis 

The section of the report which covers those sectors affected by the COVID-19 shutdown 
uses SIC 2007 codes to describe the sector. The full list of SIC codes is as follows: 

SIC Code SIC Description Sector within this report 

47.1 to 47.9 Range of retail outlets Non-food retail 

55.1 to 55.9 Hotels, B & Bs, campsites Accommodation sector 

56.1 to 56.3 Pubs, clubs, restaurants, catering Pubs and restaurants sector 

90.0; 91.0; 93.1 Creative arts, libraries, museums, sports Arts & Leisure sector 
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