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Overview
The local authority (or local government as it is also referred to) is responsible  
for a range of vital services for people and businesses in defined areas. 

It provides a huge range of services with 
around 800 distinct occupations - among 
them are well known functions such as social 
care, schools, housing, planning and waste 
collection, but also lesser known ones such  
as licensing, business support, registrar 
services and pest control. 

In England, approximately one million  
people work in local government across 
a range of different types of authorities, 
providing more than 800 different services  
to local communities. 

There are five different types of local 
authorities in England, operating under  
either a single-tier or two-tier system.

Single-tier authorities are: 

• Metropolitan authorities

• London boroughs

• Unitary authorities in shire areas

Two-tier authorities are comprised of a:

• County council

• District, borough or city councils

27 county councils  
(not including Isle of Wight  
unitary); 201 district councils.

2  
tier

33 London boroughs  
(including City of London);  
36 metropolitan districts;  
55 unitaries (including all county 
unitary authorities); 1 Isles of Scilly. 

1  
tier

There are

353
councils in  
England. 

Source: Department for Communities and Local Government - 2012
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More than two million people are employed by local authorities. These include  
school teachers, social services, the police, firefighters and many other office  
and manual workers. Education is the largest locally provided service.

A survey by trade union, Unison, found that 
half of council staff are considering leaving 
their jobs. Six out of ten council workers 
surveyed said they do not feel secure in 
their job, with over half (53%) finding their 
workload unmanageable. Severe spending 
cuts to budgets of local authorities around 
the UK means that many councils are not 

receiving the funding to effectively manage 
the demand for services in their area. The 
survey also found almost eight in ten (79%) 
council workers have no confidence in the 
future of local services due to spending cuts, 
with 83% saying cuts have had a negative 
impact on their ability to do the job to their 
full potential. 

Local authority employment

50%

50% of council staff are 
considering leaving their jobs.
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Since the gender pay gap reporting legislation was introduced in April 2018, all employers  
with 250 or more employees are required to calculate and publish their mean and median gender 
pay gaps - the difference in the average hourly wage of all men and women across a workforce. 

On average, men are paid 7.7% more than 
women in local authority roles, according to 
the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and 
Accountancy’s (CIPFA) analysis of the gender 
pay gap. It also shows that ‘Police authorities’ 
and ‘English counties’ have the largest 

median gender pay gaps at 18.7% and 13.6% 
respectively, while ‘London boroughs’ have  
the lowest at 1.9% (see graph). Indeed,  
almost one third of London councils pay 
women more than men on average. 

Gender pay gap

What’s the overall picture?
Median hourly pay percentage  
difference by authority type

The data is drawn from the  
government’s gender pay gap website 

It is complete for all top-tier councils but  
short of 31 districts. It also includes data from  
37 police authorities  
and 34 fire  
authorities. 

All 7.7%

GLA 6.1%

Unitaries 6.9%

Fire Authorities 8.2%

Metropolitan Districts 9.5%

English Counties 13.6%

Police Authorities 18.7%

1.9%

2.4%

London Boroughs

English Districts
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Local authority ‘Zero Heroes’
Four London boroughs - Barnet, Ealing, 
Havering and Hillingdon have a zero gap.  
Ten have a negative pay gap - in other words, 
where women are paid more than men, 
reaching -15.9% for Lewisham. The workforce 
in the capital’s councils is female-dominated 
in all quartiles and women hold 56.4% of the 

most senior roles. The London borough  
with the highest gender pay in favour of  
men is Barking & Dagenham, with a median 
gap of 13.9%. This is significantly above  
the average for both London councils  
and councils as a whole.

Councils taking action  
to close the gap
Many councils under the public eye over gender 
pay gap figures have responded positively, 
promising to take action to narrow the ‘gender 
pay gap’ ranging from in-depth reviews of 
recruitment and promotion practices to extra 
support for returning mothers and introducing 
a more flexible working culture. The Greater 
London Authority unveiled a project called  
Our Time: Supporting Future Leaders,  
involving practical action to help women  
climb the promotion ladder.

Girls on top
The London local authorities  
where women earn more
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Councils spending 
on children and 
adult social care
Difference in planned and actual  
net current expenditure

From the rising numbers of pupils in school to a fall in the amount of funds councils receive from 
central government, demands on local authorities are rising, while resources are being stretched. 
The Local Government Association (LGA), the body that represents councils estimates that over 
the next two years local authorities are facing a funding shortage of £5.8bn. 

Experts predict that some local authorities 
may be forced to declare technical insolvency 
in the next two years, as councils struggle  
to cope with the financial pressures caused  
by budget cuts and growing demand for  
social care.

A survey of councils in England and Wales 
by the Local Government Information Unit 
(LGIU) think-tank found that three-quarters 
of respondents had little or no confidence 
in the sustainability of local government 
finances and more than one in ten believed 
they were at “risk of failing to meet legal 
requirements to deliver core services”.  
More than 40% of all councils anticipated 
making “cuts in frontline services, which  
will be evident to the public” - rising to  
71% among social care authorities. More than 
half considered adult social care to be the 
most pressing issue, a figure that increases  
to 80% among social care authorities. 

Social care 
Council budgets are feeling the biggest 
pressure from social care. In 2012-13, councils 
in England were spending slightly less than 
budgeted, however in 2016-17 local authorities 
spent £1.1bn more on social care than was  
in their forecast budgets. 

We will explore the issues within social care 
in our report ‘Local authority challenges 2018 
part 1 - social care’.
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Education
The number of maintained schools in deficit 
fell between 2010-11 and 2013-14 but the last 
four years has seen the total number treble, 
expanding to over a quarter of all such schools 
(26.1%). The proportion of primary schools in 
deficit also increased significantly last year, 
from 4% in 2015-16 to 7.1% in 2016-17.  
Overall, the average local authority 
maintained secondary school deficit rose  
over this seven year period, from £292,822  
in 2010-11 to £374,990 in 2016-17. 

Council-maintained schools are under 
significant funding pressures as a result  
of cuts to local authority budgets,  
an increase in wages and the additional  
costs of paying the Apprenticeship Levy. 

The government’s Apprenticeship Levy 
requires all public and private employers with 
a wage bill of more than £3m to contribute 
0.5% of this expenditure towards funding  
the creation of 3 million new apprenticeships. 

We will explore the issues within education  
in our report ‘Local authority challenges 2018 
part 2 - education’.

Councils spending more  
than they expected to
Net current expenditure 2016 - 17
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Motivations to work for a local authority
When employees were asked about their 
motivations for working in local government, 
the importance of ethos, work/life balance, 
pensions and even job security (despite 
recent redundancy programmes) were more 
prevalent than career development.  

It can be argued that this is due to low 
expectations to begin with and there is  
thus, a challenge to improve this perception 
and to deliver long-term sustainability both  
in the current workforce and in attracting  
the workforce of the future. 

Recruitment

Motivations for working  
in local government
(% of workforce)

Other

Leave entitlement

Salary

Training and development opportunities

Career advancement opportunities

Job security

Pension scheme

Work-life balance

Public service ethos
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Recruiting and  
retaining talent
Perhaps the biggest challenge in local 
authorities at the moment is the recruitment 
and retention difficulties in a variety of 
professional and specialist roles in all types 
of council. The most pressing issues being 
in social work. 71% of councils experienced 
recruitment and retention difficulties in 
2015/16 compared with 52% in 2009/10,  
which emphasises the growing need for action.

Recruitment trends 
The financial pressure on local authorities has 
been much publicised. Consequently, this has 
led to exceptionally lean executive director 
structures at a time where there continues  
to be much to do, often in uncharted territory. 
While there is a general feeling that these 
core structures are stable, many are looking 
to flexible interim resource for the expertise 
and capacity to efficiently flex with emerging 
trends and seasonal requirements. We explore 
a few of the recruitment trends currently 
being employed by local authorities below:

Increasing commerciality. 
Leadership teams are looking 
at how they can inject even 
more commercial thinking into 
their operations. With that 
in mind, the local authorities 
remain on the hunt for those 
with private sector experience 
that can offer fresh insight 
and new ways of thinking,  

but we should expect any talent searches this 
year to be caveated. Now, professionals with  
a cultural understanding of the public sector 
will be also be a priority so as not to lose sight 
of their fundamental values and purpose.

Picking the right path to 
transformation. Pressure is 
mounting for local authorities 
to transform their operations 
to better manage demand 
for services. A fundamental 
part of that change will be in 
using technology to empower 
people and communities to be 

able to fulfil some services themselves. Local 
authorities are looking for experts to be able 
to get stalled projects kick-started again, but 
also help take an objective view when certain 
projects should be accelerated or halted.

Re-engaging inside and 
out. Executive leaders 
now want to seize the 
moment and consider their 
communications strategies 
again. After years of 
battening down the hatches, 
they want to lift aspiration 
and reconsider how they form 
a narrative for the public and 
articulate their benefit to local society, but also 
take some time to engage with and listen to 
their own staff internally and ensure that they 
are motivated and brought into the vision.

Thin on the ground in the 
numbers department. Local 
authorities have concerns 
over the challenges facing 
their finance, commissioning 
and procurement teams. 
Fears have already been 
growing over their ability 
to conduct thorough due 
diligence on suppliers. Supply 
chain specialists and those with expertise  
in managing risk can be expected to land  
key roles.

Regeneration. Regeneration 
professionals from the 
commercial and residential 
property verticals in the 
private sector will be in 
demand this year to help 
achieve regeneration 
ambitions. We will also see 
a scramble for those prized 
public sector professionals 
that have already helped other  
authorities in ‘place-making’. 
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Local authorities  
‘must’ hire thousands  
of apprentices
The local government sector is required  
to hire ‘thousands’ of apprentices as part  
of Whitehall’s commitment to deliver  
three million apprenticeships by 2020.

As part of the 2016 Enterprise Act, the 
government made it a requirement that  
at least 2.3% of the workforce in public  
bodies with 250 or more employees  
should be made up of apprentices. 

This target is being championed by the civil 
service, which has pledged an “unprecedented 
increase” in apprentices, to achieve 30,000 
apprenticeship starts in England by 2020. 

Skills shortage
A survey of over 300 local authority staff 
and strategists from The Guardian’s local 
government network exposed gaps in 
knowledge and training which could impede 
the development of modern public services. 
Staff responsible for driving change feel  
they may not have the skills to meet the 
demands upon them.

Professionals working in local government 
said they did not have the knowledge and 
expertise to commission services. The vast 
majority (77%) said they needed more training 
to do the job of commissioning well, while 
14% said they were already being expected to 
perform jobs for which they did not have the 
necessary skills. Only 8% said they felt fully 
equipped to take on the job of commissioning.

Almost half of those surveyed (48%) admitted 
they had not heard of the Social Value Act, 
which requires public bodies including councils 
to consider the social value of a contract  
when procuring services and goods. 

Based on the findings of an iGov survey  
of 129 councils, the report found 88% of 
participants are currently working with  
other local authorities by way of shared 
services, other partnership working,  
or a corporate joint venture agreement. 

The survey also found that a lack of 
commercial skills in local authorities  
is a ‘significant barrier’ to successful 
outsourcing. Over a third (36%) of 
participants stated services are mostly 
provided in-house. However, 20% cited 
multiple supplier outsourcing, and 19%  
have a shared service agreement in  
place with another local authority. 

77%

30,000 
apprenticeship  
starts in England  
by 2020.

77% said they 
needed more 
training to 
do the job of 
commissioning well.
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As of March 2018, 16.5% of all people in work were employed in the public sector and the remaining 
83.5% worked in the private sector. There were 5.36 million people employed in the public sector, 
10,000 more (0.19%) than for December 2017.

Private sector employment continues to 
rise, now at 27.04 million people, 136,000 
more (0.5%) than for December 2017. Local 
government employment fell by 65,000 
(3.1%) between March 2017 and March 2018, 
to reach 2.06 million, the lowest figure since 
comparable records began in 1999. Local 
authority schools converting to academies 
(which are classified to central government) 
accounted for most of these decreases. 
The reclassification of English Housing 
Associations to the private sector  
has contributed to the annual increase  
of 542,000 in private sector employment.

According to the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS), average weekly pay for UK workers  
in March 2017 breaks down like this:

• Public sector workers: £506 per week

• Private sector workers: £464 per week.

Private vs. public  
sector comparison

Average weekly earnings  
excluding bonuses / £
550

500

450

400

350

Jan ‘10 Jan ‘11 Jan ‘13Jan ‘12 Jan ‘14 Jan ‘15 Jan ‘16 Apr ‘17

Public sector pay Private sector pay
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As the public sector workforce is shrinking, 
it is apparent that some lower paid jobs are 
shifting to the private sector. There were  
5.4 million public sector workers in June 2017, 
down by 16% from 6.4 million in September 
2009, but is worth noting that during the 
financial crisis of 2008 to 2009, around 
250,000 workers joined the public sector  
as Lloyds Banking Group and Royal Bank  
of Scotland were nationalised. 

Gender pay gap 
comparison
Female employees in the public sector earn 
considerably more, on average, than female 
employees in the private sector. This is due  
to the different jobs that are typically carried 
out by women in each sector.

In the private sector a significant proportion 
of low paid jobs, such as cleaning and 
catering, are carried out by women. In the 
public sector, while women still perform  
lower paid jobs, such as caring and clerical 
work, there are also a high proportion of 
women employed in professional, higher  
paid occupations, such as nursing or teaching. 

In 2013 16% of women in the private  
sector were employed in high 
skill jobs, compared with 
42% in the public sector.  
A higher proportion of 
women in the private sector 
were employed in low skill 
jobs (14%) compared with 
the public sector (7%).
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Although local authorities have faced well-publicised austerity measures and difficulties,  
they have had to persevere and transform. They have gone beyond being seen as service deliverers 
and are becoming collaborators, place leaders, commissioning councils, commercial councils  
and cooperative councils. 

Therefore, they need a workforce that is 
collaborative, commercially savvy, able to 
cross boundaries, creative and empowered 
to make change. Local authorities need to 
develop a workforce equipped to use these 
new skills and address new challenges,  
as well as enabling them to flourish and 
thrive. But firstly, they need make themselves 
attractive to these potential new employees. 

The New Local Government Network’s 
(NLGN) ‘Outside the Box: The Council 
Workforce of Tomorrow’ report found that 
making a difference to the local community  
is the greatest motivation for people choosing 
to work in local government. However, 
employees also felt hindered by a hierarchical 
culture - slow decision making processes  
and by managers who micro-manage, rather 
than lead. Ultimately, this calls for cultural 
change within local government to enable 
the new skills and qualities local government 
needs, as well as attracting new talent to  
local government. 

As well as transforming working culture, 
local authorities will also need to change 
the negative perception surrounding them. 
Local authorities are not often seen as 
environments for entrepreneurial, dynamic 
or ambitious employees, although this notion 
is particularly inaccurate for today’s local 
authority workforce as they innovate their 
way through the funding cuts.

Local authorities need to actively work to 
reverse this stereotype in order to attract  
the best talent. More outward-facing, with  
a focused recruitment strategy will be critical 
to attract a diverse range of skills and 
experiences, including people who would not 
previously have chosen to work within local 

government. Opening up the council building 
can increase visibility to the public - some local 
authorities such as Wakefield and Wiltshire 
are now open plan and integrate libraries  
or cafes into their buildings - inviting people  
to the premises and seeing the council from  
a different perspective.

Becoming much more outward-facing 
and ambitious about the potential of the 
workforce has the potential to make local 
government an exciting career choice for the 
next generation. Moreover, it means councils 
will be much better equipped to meet the 
considerable challenges facing them.

The future

The ‘21st century  
public servant’
The ‘21st century public servant’ research 
project from University of Birmingham 
recognised the need to pay attention to  
the changing roles undertaken by public 
servants and the associated support and 
development needs. The research identified  
10 characteristics containing clear challenges 
as well as opportunities to be addressed in 
order to develop the current workforce  
and attract the workforce of tomorrow.

Making a 
difference to the 
local community 
is the greatest 
motivation for 
people choosing 
to work in local 
government.

#1

Prev Next 14Local authority:  Market intelligence report



• BBC: Council budgets - one in three spent  
more than planned

• BBC: Reality check - is public sector pay  
higher than private sector?

• FE Week: It’s official - public sector 
apprenticeships target set at 2.3 per cent

• LocalGov: Five recruitment trends in local 
government

• LocalGov: Gender pay gap - what next  
for councils?

• LocalGov: Half of council staff considering 
quitting their job, survey finds

• LocalGov: Lack of commercial skills in  
local government ‘barrier’ to outsourcing 

• LocalGov: Local authorities to hire 
‘thousands’ of new apprentices

• LocalGov: Local authority schools suffer  
funding ‘squeeze’ 

• LocalGov: What is local government?

• Local Government Association:  
Stats on the LG workforce

• New Local Government Network: creative, 
courageous and innovative - the council 
workforce of tomorrow 

• Office for National Statistics: Is pay higher  
in the public or private sector? 

• Office for National Statistics: Public sector 
employment, UK - March 2018

• Politics: Local government structure 

• Public Finance: Gap analysis - a close look 
at the gender pay gap in local government

• The Guardian: Councils ‘at breaking  
point’ due to budget cuts and rising  
social care bills

• The Guardian: Council staff lack skills to 
commission public services, survey finds

• University of Birmingham:  
The 21st Century Public Servant.

Sources

Characteristics of the 21st century  
public servant:

• Is a municipal entrepreneur,  
undertaking a wide range of roles

• Engages with citizens in a way that 
expresses their shared humanity  
and pooled expertise

• Is recruited and rewarded for generic  
skills as well as technical expertise

• Builds a career which is fluid across  
sectors and services

• Combines an ethos of publicness with  
an understanding of commerciality

• Is rethinking public services to enable  
them to survive an era of perma-austerity

• Needs organisations which are fluid  
and supportive rather than silo-ed  
and controlling

• Rejects heroic leadership in favour  
of distributed and collaborative models  
of leading

• Is rooted in a locality which frames  
a sense of loyalty and identity

• Reflects on practice and learns  
from that of others.

Opening up the 
council building 
can increase 
visibility to  
the public.
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guidantglobal.com

Globally connecting  
    to great people

Guidant Global
Empowering you with a better, more  
forward-thinking and people-driven approach, 
we are the new global leaders in workforce 
solutions. Uniting Bartech with Guidant  
Group across the globe, we are committed  
to collaborating, thinking creatively  
and delivering new and better solutions  
for the workplace of today. For clients.  
For suppliers. For individuals. For everyone.

Everything we do is about doing things better. 
We listen, understand and advise. We partner. 
Our belief in a collaborative, people-centric 
approach builds relationships based on trust. 
Our workforce strategies enable you to  
source, assess and implement complex  
talent solutions that truly fit your business.

To find out more about our recruitment solutions delivered  
with strategic insight please visit our website.
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