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Reprinted from Economic Trends, November 1960

Employment in the public and private sectors of 
the economy in Great Britain 1949 to 1959

In tliis note the number of persons employed in the 
public and private sectors of the economy in Great Britain 
is given for each of the years 1949 to 1959. The basis of 
the analysis is the mid-year manpower figures published 
by the Ministry of Labour.

In general changes in the proportions employed in the 
different sectors have not been very great over the period. 
Figures and percentages are set out year by year in Table 2 
from which it can be seen that roughly one-quarter o f the 
working population was engaged in the public sector and 
three-quarters in the private sector.

The coverage o f the public sector used in the tables is 
the same as that of the Blue Book on National Income and 
Expenditure but the classification within the public sector 
is slightly different. The national accounts deal with 
financial transactions and the degree o f financial indepen
dence is the main criterion used in the classification to 
distinguish between the central government and public 
corporations sectors. The central government sector 
accordingly includes bodies such as the Regional Hospital 
Boards, for whose activities a Minister of the Crown is 
accountable to Parliament and which are subject to detailed 
financial control; similarly, the Metropolitan Police and 
the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority are treated 
as part of central government. For manpower statistics, 
however, it is considered more useful to restrict the central 
government sector to the narrower definition shown in the 
Appendix. With the change to the new Standard 
Industrial Classification the year 1959 is the last year for 
which the industrial analysis o f employment in the public 
and private sectors can be compared with the year 1949.

Central Government: civil employment
Over the period employment has fallen by 164 thousand 

persons and the percentage of total employnient has fallen 
from 5-4 to 4-3. Much of this fall is in the departments 
connected with trade and industry where the abolition 
of war-time controls reduced the size of the staffs required. 
The transfer of atomic energy from the Ministry of Supply 
to the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority in 1954 
also contributed to the reduced size o f the central govern
ment sector. Detailed tables o f the many smaller changes 
in the industrial and non-industrial staff in the Civil 
Service are given each year in the Annual Abstract o f  
Statistics.

During the interval covered certain organisations have 
been created and others have been transferred from one 
sector to another. The dates at which these changes took 
place are indicated in the Appendix. There are also a 
number of partial transfers affecting the employment 
aggregates; these include the partial transfer of Cable and 
Wireless Ltd. to the Post Office in 1950, the transfer of 
opencast coal from the Ministry o f Fuel and Power to the 
National Coal Board in 1952, the denationalisation of 
iron and steel which began in 1953 and which is not yet 
complete, and the progressive nationalisation of road 
haulage undertakings up to 1952 and their subsequent 
progressive denationalisation which was substantially 
completed by the end of 1956.

Central Government: Armed Forces and Women's Services
Apart from the interruption during the Korean war, the 

gradual reduction in the size o f the Armed Forces and 
Women’s Services over the whole period can be seen in 
Table 2. In 1952 over 3J per cent, o f the working popula
tion was enlisted in the Armed Forces and Women’s 
Services, whereas at the end of the period it had fallen 
below 2 i per cent.

Local government
Both the percentage of total employment and the number 

of persons employed by local government authorities 
have risen fairly steadily throughout the period. The 
increase is principally due to the expansion of the social 
services, particularly health and education.

Table 1 shows the distribution of employment by sector 
at the beginning and the end of the period. In the extractive 
industries the chief employer in the public sector is the 
National Coal Board. Manufacturing and construction 
is mainly in the hands of the private sector; the propor
tions in central government and local government are 
each about 1 per cent.; the proportion in other public 
undertakings rose to a peak of nearly 5 per cent, in 1953 
when the Iron and Steel Corporation of Great Britain 
w ^  at its maximum size. Throughout the period public 
utilities were chiefly in the public sector, the Post Office 
being a wntral government activity and gas and electricity 
authorities being in other public undertakings; most of 
the water supply authorities are under local government, 
while transport activities are shared between local govern
ment, other public undertakings and the private sector. 
Although most of the social services are in the public 
sector, the distributive trades and miscellaneous services 
such as entertainments, catering and hotels put the
preponderating part of “ other services ” into the private 
sector.

Other public undertakings
The nationalisation o f iron and steel in 1951 is the chief 

cause of the increase in the figures in that year, while its 
progressive denationalisation from 1953, when the assets 
of the Iron and Steel Corporation of Great Britain were 
transferred to the Iron and Steel Holding and Realisation 
Agency, is a contributory factor to the decline in the 
figures from that year onwards.

Among the other larger authorities in this part of the 
public sector movements have been as follows:—

National Coal Board. Employment, which was 
relatively stable between 1952 and 1957, fell in 1958 
and again in 1959 when the Board, faced with the 
need to curtail output, allowed natural wastage to 
outrun recruitment.

British Transport Commission. There was an 
increase in employment in British Road Services up 
to 1951, attributed to the acquisition o f undertakings 
by the Road Haulage Executive, and a decrease 
between 1953 and 1956 attributed to the disposal of 
undertakings under the denationalisation programme.

In all the other activities o f the British Transport 
Commission taken together, employment declined 
almost continuously. During the period covered,
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employment in British Railways fell by nearly 100 
thousand (over 15 per cent.) and in London Transport 
by 20 thousand (over 20 per cent.).

Electricify Authorities. In these authorities (which 
include the Scottish Boards) employment expanded 
steadily from 160 thousand in June 1949 to 200 
thousand in June 1959.

Hospital Boards. Employment expanded rapidly 
throughout the period, the total increase being of the 
order of 130 thousand. After making allowance for 
the duplication of appointments among the pro
fessional staffs it is estimated that the Boards were 
employing over half a million persons towards the 
end of the period.

Gas Council and Area Gas Boards. There was some 
expansion in numbers employed up to 1952 followed 
by a decline of slightly over 12 per cent, between 
1952 and 1959, the decline reflecting the closing of 
smaller works with a high labour requirement and 
their replacement by modern plant.

British Broadcasting Corporation. During the 
period employment rose by 40 per cent, to 16 thousand 
at the end of March 1959. The period covered by 
these figures is roughly coincident with that during 
which the post-war television services were developed.

Private sector
The whole of the 5 i per cent, growth in the total working 

population in employment took place in the private sector 
which increased by 1,262 thousand persons (?i per cent.). 
Manufacturing and construction gained 824 thousand 
persons while other services gained 591 thousand persons, 
a smaller absolute but proportionately greater increase,* 
most of which accrued to the distributive trades. Employ
ment in agriculture and mining declined by 138 thousand 
(chiefly in agriculture) and there was also a small decline 
in private transport. These gains and losses were primarily 
caused by expansion and contraction in private industry, 
transfers of undertakings from or to other sectors being a 
secondary and relatively unimportant factor.

Central Statistical Office

Appendix
Principal organisations in the public sector

Central Government
Royal Households 
Houses of Parliament 
Courts of Justice 
College of Arms
Duchies of Cornwall and Lancaster
Civil Service Establishments (industrial and non

industrial)
Armed Forces and Women’s Services 
Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes 
County Agricultural Executive Committees’ industrial 

employees (not in Civil Service until 1952)

• .  •

Local Government
Local authorities trading and non-trading activities 

including police, fire service, education, etc.
Water Boards
New Town Development Corporations

Other Public Undertakings
British Broadcasting Corporation 
British Council
Scottish Special Housing Association Ltd.
National Service Hostels Corporation Ltd. (until 1956)
Central Electricity Authority and Area Boards
South of Scotland Electricity Board
North of Scotland Hydro Electric Board
Bank o f England
Remploy Ltd.
Airways Corporations 
National Coal Board 
Cable and Wireless Ltd.
National Dock Labour Board (Administration only) 
Raw Cotton Commission (until 1954)
British Transport Commission 
Hospital Boards
Gas Council and Area Gas Boards 
Festival Gardens Ltd. (from 1951 to 1952)
Iron and Steel (nationalised sector) (from 1951)
United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority (from 1954) 
Independent Television Authority (from 1954)
Sugar Board (from 1957)
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Employment in public and private sectors by industry group( )̂
TABLE 1

Total working population in em
ployment ........................

H.M. Forces and Women’s Services

Total in civil employment

Agriculture and mining 
Manufacturing and construction 
Public utilities (transport, gas,

etCi) • •
Other se rv ic e s ........................

Total

At June 1949
Thousands and percentages

Public sector

Total Central
government

Local
government

Other public 
undertakings

Private sector

22,511 5,788

per
cent.
25-7 1,972

per
cent.

8-8 1,384

per
cent.

6 1 2,432

per
cent.
10-8 16,723

per
cent.
74-3

770 770 100 0 770 100-0 — —

21,741 5,018 23 1 1,202 5-5 1,384 6-4 2.432 11-2 16,723 76-9

2,051 850 41-5 65 3 2 785 38-3 1,201 58-5
9,737 340 3-5 121 1-3 70 0-7 149 1-5 9,397 96-5

2,115 1,501 71-0 313 14-8 138 6-5 1,050 49-7 614 29-0
7,838 2,327 29-7 703 9-0 1,176 15-0 448 5-7 5,511 70-3

Ltd
L td  (until 1956) 
[Boards

rd

istration only)
{untB 1954)

At June 1959
Thousands and percentages

Total
Public sector

Private sector
Tnfal Central Local Other public

government government undertakings
1

per per per per per
Total working population in em cent. cent. cent. cent. cent.

ployment ........................ 23,762 5,777 24-3 1,603 6-7 1,644 6-9 2,530 10-7 17,985 75-7

H.M. Forces and Women’s Services 565 565 100-0 565 100-0 — —

Total in civil employment 23,197 5,212 22-5 1,038 4-5 1,644 7-1 2,530 10-9 17,985 77-5

Agriculture and mining 1,822 759 41-6 15 0-8 744 40-8 1,063 58-4
Manufacturing and construction 
Public utilities (transport, gas,

10,678 457 4-3 136 1-3 103 1-0 218 2-0 10,221 95-7

etc.) 2,050 1,451 70-8 338 16-5 123 6-0 990 48-3 599 29-2
Other se rv ic e s ........................ 8,647 2,545 29-4 549 6-3 1,418 16-4 578 6-7 6,102 70-6

(0 Part-time employees are counted as full units. Industries are classified according to the Standard Industrial ClassificatioPf 
1948. Other services comprise Orders XX to XXIV, Distributive trades. Insurance, Banking and Finance, Public 
Adr^istration and Defence (except for H.M. Forces and Women’s Services which are shown separately), Professional 
services and Miscellaneous services.
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Numbers employed, by sector (̂ )
Great Britain

TABLE 2 Thousands

Total working population in em 
ployment........................

Total public sector

Central government 
Civilian sector 
Armed Forces and Women's 

^ r v i c e s ......................

Total central government

Local government

Other public undertakings

Total private sector

1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956
1

1957
1

1958 1959

22,511 22,683 23,041 22,991 23,103 23,443 23,736 23,910 23,947

1

23,694

1

23.762
5,788 5,724 6,167 6,298 6,282 6,187 6,029 5,992 5,946 5,846 5,777

1,202 1,141 1,136 1,151 1,135 1,127 1,101 1,105 1,076 1,052 1,038
770 690 827 872 865 839 803 761 702 614 565

1,972 1,831 1,963 2,023 2,000 1,966 1,904 1,866 1,778 1,666 1,603

1,384 1,419 1,415 1,431 1,446 1,464 1,493 1,531 1,568 1,598 1,644

2.432 2,474 2,789 2,844 2,836 2,757 2,632 2,595 2,600 2,582 2,530

16,723 16,959 16,874 16,693 16,821 17,256 17,707 17,918 18,001 17,848 17,985

Expressed as percentages

1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959

Total working population in em-9 9

ployment.. 1000 1000 100 0 1000 1000 100-0 100-0 1000 lOO-O 100-0 1000

Total public sector 25-7 25-2 26-8 27-4 27-2 26-4 25-4 25-1 24-8 24-7 24-3

Central government
4-5 4-4 4-3Civilian sector 5-4 5-0 4-9 5 0 4-9 4-8 4-6 4-6

Armed Forces and Women's
2-9 2-6 2-4Services 3-4 31 3-6 3-8 3-7 3-6 3-4 3-2

Total central government 8-8 81 8-5 8-8 8-6 8-4 8-0 7-8 7-4 7-0 6-7

Local government 6-1 6-2 6-2 6*2 6-3 6-2 6-3 6-4 6-5 6-8 6-9

Other public undertakings 10-8 10-9 12*1 12-4 12*3 11-8 11-1 10-9 10-9 10-9 10-7

Total private sector 74-3 74-8 73-2 72-6 72-8 73-6 74-6 74-9 75-2 75-3 75-7

(̂ ) Part-time employees are counted as full units.
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