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This paper is a contribution to the new and emerging literature that analyses international ‘policy spaces’. As such, it attempts to leave behind the excessively national and parochial historiography of the post-Second World War era. In particular, such new approaches draw selectively on theories of ‘transnationalism’, especially Peter Haas’s influential concept of ‘epistemic communities’.
 These are expert networks operating within and between many countries, especially those of the developed world, which exhibit common understandings, knowledge and discourses. They also tend to hold shared views about the way in which problems are defined, which relevant techniques might be applied to ameliorate such problems, the forms of policy necessary to allow such techniques to work, and their likelihood of success. Yet such epistemic communities do not even now constitute a monolithic world system destined to achieve identical policy cloning. Thinking about how such groups have evolved, the historian Patricia Clavin has usefully imagined them as ‘honeycombs’, full of holes as well as connections, and giving ‘shape to the identities of nation-states, institutions and [each] particular social and geographical space’.
 

Another fruitful area of research has focused more specifically on the notion of cross-national policy transfer.  This derives largely from the fields of political science and policy studies, particularly the seminal work of Richard Rose.
 Such work envisages several dimensions of international contact relevant to policy, ranging from cross-national learning to progressively more focused lesson-drawing and ultimately the transfer of actual policies. Such approaches also emphasise the potential variations in practice as between nations.
 For example, the shape of what is actually transferred will vary, ranging from ‘softer’ paradigms, discourses, theories and ideas, to ‘harder’ legal instruments, practices, and techniques. The political nature of the transfer process itself is also important, and whether the shift is voluntary, obliged or coerced will vitally shape its effects. Another useful insight is Rose’s insistence on the critical importance of different countries’ symbolic representation as a determinant of what it is acceptable to learn from where.
 Finally, and relatedly, there is the extent to which policy models are altered in the process of being transferred. Is exotic information deployed in a way that is merely inspirational or is there some attempt to fashion a policy instrument that to some extent resembles the original? The import may be an adaptation, or there might be a closer emulation, even direct copying, of the original. 

Though the subject has recently become much more fashionable, such work is well within a venerable and important tradition of analysis. This goes back at least to the 1960s and 1970s, and to historians, social scientists’ and economists’ interest in multi-national organisations. Peter Flora and Arnold J. Heidenheimer’s 1981 collection, The Development of Welfare States in Europe and America, contained a number of allusions to transnational policy learning. The 1904 St Louis World Fair was the scene for a German Interior Ministry Exhibition on their country’s social insurance system, for instance.
 Barry Eichengreen’s Golden Fetters, published in 1992, is an influential account of international monetary and financial co-operation between the World Wars.
 His most recent work, The European Economy since 1945: Coordinated Capitalism and Beyond, is again a study of intra-European co-ordination in the field of economic policy.
 Daniel Rodgers’ Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age, which details the impact of New Deal theorists across the developed world, has also been extremely influential.

However, Flora and Heidenheimer’s interest centred around the question: why are welfare states different? Economic, social and political variables were then examined for the answer. Eichengreen’s books are indeed transnational, but they are so broad in scope that they allow for little time to examine the differential impact of foreign policy exemplars in particular countries. Rodgers’ book is a model of its kind, but deals with an earlier period, when transnational networks were less well developed than in the post-1945 world.

The present paper attempts to be more specific, and to answer the question: what lessons did Britain learn from other countries? And what was the role of economic understanding, statistics and ‘exotic knowledge’ in that process? Recent contributions to this literature have involved some fresh and important perspectives that will allow us to answer this question. The first is the role of campaigning non-governmental organisations both within and without more traditional interest groups. John Stewart, for instance, has recently drawn attention to the importance of child welfare campaigners within the Liberal Party, the British Medical Association and the Liberal Party in the early twentieth century. They drew on Italian, German and French examples to press their case.
 The second innovation in the new literature is the importance of specialised knowledge in granting these groups power and influence. Frank Trentman and Martin Daunton’s recent collection, Worlds of Political Economy, focussed on just this equation. John and Richard Toye’s chapter in that volume, for instance, analysed the role of economic knowledge in the power and influence (or otherwise) of the United Nations.

Statisticians and economists, though they often worked for governments, might be seen exactly as one of these ‘epistemic communities’. They had access to, indeed often created, numerical data that few policymakers and officials could interpret, even when they could understand them. They communicated, in a shared language, in international journals and at conferences. As the following survey will suggest, they often had privileged access, through friends and political connections, to the centres of power.
 And their growing post-Second World War influence came at a propitious time for their contributions, since British elites were losing confidence in their particular model of capitalism.
 All of this combined to give foreign observers a unique opportunity to contribute to British statistical endeavour, and British economic policy.

Have statistics become more difficult?

Recent debates about statistical knowledge and ‘accuracy’ have tended to suggest that contemporary policymakers inhabit an entirely new and complex world of impossibly tangled data. During the late 1980s, for instance, there was a sharp divergence between the three accepted measures of GDP, based on output, total income, and expenditure, which caused renewed debate as to the efficacy of government figures.
 These were brought together in one series from 1990 onwards – though only through adjustment and the use of balancing items – when John Major and Norman Lamont as Chancellors in 1990 and 1991 launched yet another statistical initiative. The so-called ‘phase one’ and ‘phase two’ efforts of the 1990s effort focussed on making previously voluntary surveys compulsory, and on widening the net of turnover, profit, stockbuilding and investment figures so as to see whether those adjustments were realistic. In particular, the growth of service industries, small business and self-employment meant that governments had constantly to adopt more complicated means of data collection.

Many of these issues are still not settled, for instance on the problems of accounting for services and calculating regional economic growth. The Labour Government that came to power in Britain in 1997 is very interested in both: just like their 1960s counterparts, Ministers have stressed the need for more and better information. However, in the first years of the twenty first century the Office for National Statistics has come in for unprecedented public criticism. In 2003 alone it was blamed for underestimating GDP growth and the trade deficit, encouraging a monetary relaxation that may not have been required, and for mishandling the introduction of regional income accounts based on business surveys, which had to be withdrawn when it was found that their boundaries did not match the geographical boundaries or analytical categories of other data.

Opinion polling suggests that the public have recently lost a great deal of their previous confidence in official statistics.
 Well-publicised debacles have ranged from the ‘spurious accuracy’ that the Royal Statistical Society divined in school league tables, to the very poor quality of the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister’s house price index. Without the experience of the banks and building societies, not seasonally weighted, and lagging far behind the more established indices, the ODPM’s figures merely added to the confusion.
 The crude nature of immigration statistics has led many local authorities to be under-funded in terms of the number of families in their respective areas.
 It has also come to seem almost impossible, in an era when individuals move around a great deal and households are increasingly of ‘unconventional’ types, to collect data through the Census of Population. Numbers of young men, in particular, were greatly inflated in the 1990s, because the Office for National Statistics had missed their slow but inexorable emigration. Close examination of the 2001 census caused statisticians to realise that were nearly one million fewer young men in Britain than they had previously thought
.

The Treasury’s 2003-2004 review of economic statistics has pointed out that official figures still rely too heavily on data from manufacturing industry, and still do not provide regional output figures that are compiled from regional information rather than worked out from national income accounting.
 In this situation the Governor of the Bank of England and its Chief Economist have referred to the economy as a ‘jigsaw puzzle’ shrouded in a ‘statistical fog’, as well as the need for ‘a good dose of judgement’ when using ‘quantitative economic models’.
 The Statistics Commission set up by the Government to monitor the ONS has recommended better performance monitoring, more communication with expert ‘customers’, government departments and the public, and the use of more data sets to cross-check information and speed up forecasts.
 

Even so, the collapse in public confidence has led to the Government’s proposal to set up an independent Chief Statistician, with a Statistics Board.
 Needless to say given the level of public and expert concern, this has not stilled the debate over the quality of national statistics. The Treasury Select Committee has called for the Board’s mix of executive and supervisory roles to be split, arguing that independent oversight cannot be provided by the same appointees who are actually delivering the data.
 A previous Chief Statistician has argued that the Board’s new powers are vague, with little transparency, and with a very unclear remit when calling the new ‘National Statistician’ to account. The Board will also be appointed by the Treasury. As it will possess unclear but probably very sweeping powers over the new head of national statistics, this gives the Treasury great power over official data. Furthermore, a new split will emerge between ‘official’ and ‘national’ statistics. The Government will remain in charge of ‘official’ statistics, meaning that the idea of independence for statistics has been dismissed as a ‘myth’.

Statistics have become a very slippery, but extremely controversial, matter of live debate. None of this would come as any surprise to economists or journalists were they more aware of the history of statistical reform, which should remind all concerned of the ongoing fragility of economic knowledge. Deidre McCloskey and Stephen Ziliak have recently reminded economists and economic historians alike of the dangers of constructing cross-sectional data from quite different national data sets, and have recommended that economists should think ‘more rigorously about data’.
 Understanding statistics’ history and provenance should help in that process. Statistics in fact have always been a mirror held up to the present policy-making process, and to policymakers’ and the public’s world view. This was never more so than in the post-war era, when they appeared to be telling a story of remorseless and inevitable national decline.

The French model: regional and manpower statistics

For a time in the early 1960s, the French macroeconomic experiment was all the rage in Britain. Robert Hall, until recently Chief Economic Adviser in London, even wrote a foreword to a book on planning by Pierre Bauchet, Director of Studies at the Ecole Nationale. ‘The French have been outstanding both for their growth rate and for… planning a market economy’, Hall enthused. He did concede that ‘it is not very likely that we shall copy the French in all respects… but we shall at least have no excuse for not knowing how these things have been done’.
 France’s extraordinary growth rate, so different from the experience of the 1920s and 1930s, was the main reason for such enthusiasm. The economist Thomas Wilson noted with amusement in 1964 that ‘not so long ago France was regarded as the sick country of Western Europe, staggering from one inflation and currency crisis to another’. Given the surprise of France’s resurgence, this ‘one-sided’ view had now disappeared in favour of some rather heedless enthusiasm.


French planning looked like a way of getting out of the recurrent ‘stop-go’ crises of the time, in which Britain’s economy moved forwards only to be checked by a balance of payments deficit and a deliberate and sudden deflation. To aid France’s recovery from occupation, and speed up her economic modernisation, a Planning Commissariat had been set up in 1946 under Jean Monnet. This supervised the work of so-called ‘vertical modernisation commissions’, which brought government officials, trade unionists and employers together to work out the future of each sector of the economy. It also oversaw ‘horizontal commissions’, which looked at particular problems, such as regional or training policy. By the early 1960s France had issued four national plans, each one growing in confidence and deepening in detail.
 Rapid economic growth seemed to demonstrate the efficacy of setting industrial and macroeconomic targets, and an unusual mixed group of Conservative and Labour politicians, along with top civil servants, industrialists and trade unionists, visited the Commissariat in October 1961. They came away impressed with its ‘unqualified success’.
 

Pierre Massé, at this time head of the Planning Commissariat, followed up these contacts with a visit to Britain during the spring of 1962. In late April he spoke at a joint National Institute of Economic and Social Research and Political and Economic Planning conference on ‘economic planning in France’. This conference was attended by several key figures including Sir Hugh Beaver from the Federation of British Industries.
 Beaver was at this stage chairing an FBI inquiry into ‘planning’, and was part of a powerful group of revisionist businessmen who were willing to contemplate détente with the unions and government in return for an end to stop-go.
 Massé thus had a receptive audience, and the French planner emphasised how small his Commissariat was, its non-departmental nature, its advisory role, and its partnership, or ‘association’, with the Ministry of Finance.
 

The impact of these contacts was immediate and precise, rather than diffuse and theoretical. When Prime Minister Harold Macmillan read the PEP pamphlet based on the conference, he forwarded it to Selwyn Lloyd, his Chancellor, with the covering note ‘there is no doubt in my mind that something of this kind might meet the case… I think we could devise something on the French basis which could be Conservative or “Middle Way” planning’.
 When the Beaver study group concluded its research, businesses were informed that ‘it was possible to estimate on a longer term basis than hitherto the economic development expected by the main branches of industry... the French have already shown that forward thinking of this kind can be done’.
 

One of the attractions of the French model was that France’s renewal seemed to have been achieved without a huge amount of direction. Increasing the amount of shared information in the system was supposed to get over the coordination problems that blighted unorganised free-market capitalism. Statistics would pour out of any new planning body, amounting more perhaps to a huge exercise in market research and data production than Soviet-style directed planning. John and Anne-Marie Hackett’s Economic Planning in France, published in 1963, was extremely influential, reflecting as it did on the ‘small role played by coercion’, and promoting the plan as an ‘optimistic’ guide to action.
 Massé told his National Institute audience that ‘planning consists in integrating… interdependent efforts, thus extending to a nation wide scale the market surveys made by each single firm’.


This was in fact an exaggeration, if not an outright piece of misinformation. The French system in fact depended on a criss-crossing system of hidden influence, fines for recalcitrant companies and pump-priming incentives for co-operating businessmen.
 The French economy was also much less open to the outside world than Britain’s, despite the Treaty of Rome and the establishment of the EEC. Thomas Balogh, later Wilson’s Economic Adviser in No. 10, was at least very clear about this. As he told Labour’s NEC Economic Committee in 1962:

The buttresses which enabled France to achieve a high investment level without internal negative selective control[s], discouraging unwanted investment and positive government guarantees encouraging desired investment cannot be introduced in Britain. We lack the control mechanism which would permit us to do so without suffering a crashing exchange crisis. We have foresworn the use of quota and exchange reflation, [for instance].


The failure of Labour’s 1965 National Plan, an experiment based partly on the French model, brought the limits of the French system gradually to the fore.
 The Government’s Chief Economic Adviser, Alec Cairncross, was interested in the idea of more direction, but had never had much time for the French example as such: 

[The] model… was completely misunderstood. Nobody ever went over to France to ask what the French did. If you went over, you found that the plan was prepared in the French Treasury, not in some separate thing called a commissariat, and you found that the French would not claim to have accelerated growth, they simply had what they regarded as a high and satisfactory rate of growth.
 

His view now became more influential, especially because France’s economic performance now looked less impressive than it had in the early 1960s. The industrial relations chaos of 1968 was one indicator that the planning system had raised as many questions as it had answered. And although France continued to outstrip Britain in terms of economic growth during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the inflation rates of the two countries were rather similar, at least until the chronic British inflation of the mid-1970s.
 French price rises were above average for the developed world – as were Britain’s – and this fact was well publicised in the UK as inflation moved up the political agenda.

Regional statistics: problems of representation

How regions are surveyed, represented and imagined critically affects how they are perceived, how their problems are defined, and therefore the remedies that are thought suitable for their difficulties.
 This was especially so in the 1960s given the sheer lack of information about regional economies. The paucity of data on the national economy was bad enough, but in the field of regional economics the situation was even worse. The think tank Political and Economic Planning had noted the lack of regional statistics back in the 1930s, and not a great deal had changed since. The Ministry of Labour did provide local unemployment statistics, which could cause political arguments if they went too high, but that was about the limit of government’s information.
 

The years following the 1958 recession were to witness a rapid return to regional intervention on the part of central government, and monitoring the effects of policy would clearly require a large amount of new information if the new era of regional planning was to prove a success.
 Ideally, the information available to planners might have included estimates of regional GDP, regional ‘import’ and ‘export’ flows, personal income and expenditure figures, the costs of congestion in ‘crowded regions’, and the causes, length and character of regional unemployment. Inter-regional migration, and the effectiveness of past policies, would also have to be measured as a guide to future action. However, this vital data simply did not exist until at least the late 1960s. Until it did, the relative costs and benefits of moving industry and people from congested to lagging regions would remain what one contemporary economist termed ‘one of the unsolved questions of economics’.
 

One important strand in this rejuvenation of regional statistics was, once again, an enthusiasm for French theory and practice. The most influential economist in this regard was Francois Perroux. His analysis of growth and decline, partly inspired by Schumpeter, focussed on the process by which economic activities become locked into ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ spirals. ‘Propulsive’ industries, sectors that were new, efficient and technologically innovative, were portrayed as particularly important. Perroux did not initially refer to geographical, as opposed to theoretical, space. However, his ideas were eventually interpreted as an advocacy of growth ‘poles’ or spatial ‘clusters’ that would make up for the backwardness of a surrounding region, sucking up labour and investment that would establish self-sustaining industrial regeneration.
 Nicholas Kaldor, James Callaghan’s Special Adviser as Chancellor between 1964 and 1967, implicitly cited Perroux’s influence (and explicitly mentioned that of the Swede, Gunnar Myrdal) when he came to defend the Labour Governments’ regional policies in 1970.
 That same year, the University of Glasgow economist Gavin Cameron referred to Perroux’s strategies as ‘one of the most fashionable and persistent forms of conventional wisdom’.
 

French regional planning had by this point made a deep impression in the international planning community. Articles veritably poured from the academic presses to detail what Stanislaw Wellisz from the University of Chicago termed ‘a vigorous policy of economic decentralization’. Wellinsz was sceptical about the efficacy of aid to the ‘decentralizing’ regions, and doubtful as most economists were and are about outright building prohibitions in the Paris region. But he seized on very similar positive elements to those outlined by Massé. Not only was ‘social overhead capital’ to be increased in the regions: ‘studies of the economic potential of the various regions of France’ were also being made, that would encourage both business and government to invest there.
 The American regional economist Niles Hansen singled out public opinion polls, trying to divine what French people really thought about living in Paris and the regions, as a subject of special interest.
 French regional planning was also thought to be particularly well-organised: M.C. Maclennan thought it ‘probably more organized than in most economies’.
 Peter Self, the British regional planner, praised the way in which French regional planning was brought together with the central National Plans, and at the local level with local government, businesses and farmers.

Some British civil servants were deeply unconvinced. One told a meeting of Board of Trade Regional Controllers in 1961: ‘in the post war years the French had suffered from inflation, balance of payments difficulties and had been forced on a number of occasions to devalue their currency. All this seemed to have been forgotten and some planners now described France as a “model” economy’.
 But by the time Labour came to power in 1964, French theories and methods were well entrenched in the regional planning fraternity. Labour’s analysis of the EEC’s spectacular growth rate was that Britons worked harder, but less efficiently and to less effect, than their continental neighbours. The country needed to draw on new industrial techniques, perhaps in areas where they would be more readily accepted. One way of achieving this would be to implement an ‘effective regional policy based on the introduction of new industries into areas of above-average unemployment’.
 Perroux’s idea of ‘propulsive industries’ was by now widely accepted among interventionists of all political stripes.

Still, French regional policy was in fact little understood by enthusiastic British ‘planners’, and it was certainly very far from the objective process that some enthusiastic planners imagined. Indeed, the long history of centralised government in France that gave its elite official corps such perceived authority played a role in preventing the adoption of regionalism.
 French regional policy did not have a very long lead on the British; it was only the Third Plan of 1957 that turned seriously to regional issues. Previous work had really been limited to the social and geographical surveys that Wellisz and Hansen so admired.
 

If it is clear that the British system lacked central co-ordination, then the French was divided between interministerial committees under the Prime Minister’s Delegation for Regional Action, the regional committee of the Planning Commission, regional prefects appointed by the Ministry of the Interior, and those Ministries involved in providing various social and economic services.
 These divisions served only to perpetuate the powers of central government over the localities, for no entrenched regional machinery was created. Indirectly elected Regional Councils had a similar lack of legitimacy and power as did EPCs in Britain.
 Lack of statistics, on subjects ranging from the future growth of cities to very basic figures for regional economic aggregates, was also a problem in France throughout this period. Many figures in the Fifth Plan of 1965 were provided, not for the 21 planning regions that had been set up, but for a threefold division of the country into West, East and Paris, thus saving on statistical resources. It was only in the early 1970s that a comprehensive regional economic model was set out by official planners.
 

The extensive literature on French regional planning thus makes quite clear that many criticisms of the British system could be extended to the French. Whatever the level of technical ability and close co-operation exhibited, it remains unlikely that such techniques could on their own resolve general policy dilemmas.
 ‘Growth poles’ were officially adopted in the Fourth Plan, which ran from 1961, and which designated eight cities as counterbalances to Paris.
 However, the conflicts over these policies were to become very familiar, for they did not settle the balance between local amelioration efforts and the need to keep the national growth pole and capital – in this case Paris – effective and efficient. Perroux, the great advocate of such ideas, himself criticised the Fourth Plan for its consequent vagueness in this field.
 The large financial incentives to invest in the West and South West of France, for instance, may have overlooked the fact that most of its cities were too small to act as ‘growth poles’.
 Furthermore, the creation of national champions, for instance the steel centre established at Fos-sur-Mer in the Marseilles region, often privileged industries in quite wealthy regions.

These inherent flaws in the idea of regional ‘economies’ per se were soon apparent in the British planning system. The first regional GDP and import-export figures for Britain did begin to emerge in the 1950s, in studies of the Welsh economy. However, reliable figures were not available even for that part of the UK before the mid-1960s. Only then could input-output tables, a crude way of measuring the linkages between demand and final output in different sectors of the economy, be constructed for even that small constituent part of the UK’s economy.
 Regional Phillips curves, that demonstrated the sensitivity of each region to national demand changes in terms of unemployment, were similarly not available until the late 1960s.
 Work conduced by the National Institute of Economic and Social Research on the extent of structural unemployment, as against joblessness that resulted from deficient demand, was first published a little later.
 

Very little was available on the costs of crowding so vital to the new regional economics, with one of the few studies of the transport costs of regional concentration focussing on Australia.
 Nor were truly reliable figures available for inter-regional migration until the 1961 census was tabulated, and the 1966 sample census followed up the question.
 As for the effects of policy, fiscal incentives to investment were only tested using econometric techniques in the late 1960s – and then, in the leading study, only for one year.
 Time series models, incorporating the counterfactual of not running a regional policy at all, had to wait until the 1970s.
 It was therefore no surprise to find that almost every investigation into the problems of regional planning mentioned the lack of statistics, and called for more research. ‘Almost without exception’, two experts noted in 1968, British regional policy had ‘been carried out in the face of totally inadequate statistical information’.
 

Without information that went down to the level of the individual firm, generalisations were extremely hazardous. The ‘minimum list heading’ system of industrial classification could hide very large variations within each sector of the economy: the printing category, for instance, included photo-development firms that were growing much more quickly than the list heading average. Arguing on the basis of this list that a region was growing more or less quickly than its mix of different industrial groups suggested it should – so called ‘shift and share’ analysis – was crude, to say the least.
 This necessarily coarse and agglomerative approach helps to explain why Ministers and officials were so keen to construct an industrial ‘database’ covering individual companies.


The statistical reform effort of the late 1950s and early 1960s scarcely touched on the idea of regional statistics, except as a by-product of the increased availability of economic information generally. The Committee on Statistics for Economic Policy, logically and understandably, was more interested in gathering reliable macro-economic figures as a first step. When the Government did turn to regional statistics, with the setting up an official inter-departmental group in late 1963, the lack of information was painfully obvious. Inter-regional migration estimates ‘would have to rely to a considerable extent on guesswork’ before the 1961 Census and a new wave of regional surveys were complete.
 Regional wage data was not available until surveys of the engineering industry began in January 1963.
 Ministry of Transport traffic studies, which might reveal some of the costs of congestion, were also in their infancy in 1964. As late as 1967, these were still limited to pilot projects on traffic demand in a number of selected conurbations.

As for assessing the effectiveness of policy, for this planners had to rely on the Board of Trade Regional Controllers’ reports on the number of Development Certificates they had issued, since industrialists wishing to expand existing plant or build new factories had to gain permission before they could proceed. Encouraged by the general mood of statistical experimentation, Controllers decided to look into the quality of this data in early 1963: they found that it covered only about ten per cent of manufacturing industry, let alone other sectors of the economy.
 Right up to the 1964 Election, officials admitted privately that they had ‘no comprehensive information’ about what happened when a firm was refused a Development Certificate, a fact that made it all the more difficult to estimate policy impact.

Labour attempted to plug these gaps as part of their general statistical reform. Harold Wilson himself was again particularly involved here, complaining when civil servants’ initial 1964-65 review of statistics failed ‘to revolutionise statistics based on regionalisation’.
 Other politicians, with those from poorer regions obviously more influential in Parliament and Whitehall after Labour’s electoral victory in 1964, also became more interested in the state of regional knowledge. The House of Commons Estimates Committee singled out regional statistics as just as ‘inadequate’ as contemporary manpower and wage information. The Census of Production, for instance, did ask questions of individual companies, but did not require them to break down their answers for their regional branches, apart from asking questions about employment at plant level.
 This failure properly to regionalise statistics was one of the reasons the Prime Minister set up the Statistical Policy Committee in the first place.
 That committee’s enthusiasm for a common register of business units had an obvious bearing on regional policy, for this might end the statistical reliance on crude and over generalised minimum list heading data.
 

The Wilson government did have a number of successes when it came to regional statistics. Notable among this progress was the creation of Standard Regions that had the same boundaries for all departments, and the creation of the Abstract of Regional Statistics, published yearly and containing a wealth of material relevant to regional planning. The Abstract also grew in ambition as more data became available. Its first issue, in 1965, contained 44 tables; its sixth, in 1970, contained 76. The first gave figures for inter-regional migration, but only for one year, and only in total; for public spending, though only for capital expenditure; and for earnings, though only average figures for men in manufacturing.
 By 1970 migration and earnings figures from the New Earnings Survey were broken down by age and gender, and earnings figures were given for services as well as manufacturing – though regional public spending data was still limited only to investment.
 

However, these advances did not represent the type of decisive breakthrough for which Wilson had hoped. Absorbed in creating the Abstract of Regional Statistics and bringing together data on the basis of the new standard regions, staff shortages again meant that little more could be done in the short term.
 The Statistical Policy Committee’s attention tended to move away from regional statistics as time went on, and larger issues of national economic and social statistics demanded attention. The pressures of demand management made some reforms politically impossible: no regional price indices were to be published, for instance, because Ministers feared the implications for their prices and incomes policy. If workers in South East England discovered that prices were rising more quickly in that region, the reasoning went, they might demand higher pay settlements than were the norm elsewhere in Britain.
 Details on regional productivity, output, investment and manpower were lacking. The ‘data bank’ based on individual establishments was still some way away by the time Labour left office in 1970, and it was not expected to cover services and distribution for some years, if ever.

Industrial training: French exemplar and British application

French practices were also influential as regards industrial training, which had been dominated in the post-Second World era by tripartite agreements between trade unions, employers and government as concerned apprenticeship courses. As the policy environment shifted towards a more detailed form of microeconomic intervention, so training policy came to be seen as an important way of making good use of scarce resources. The enthusiasm even came from some of the same sources as the more general planning fervour: the FBI and BEC established a joint committee to look at this in 1960. The National Economic Development Council’s influential Conditions Favourable to Faster Growth compared British skills unfavourably to continental Europe.
 

Gertrude Williams, Professor of Social Economics at the University of London, was one particularly effective propagandist for this case. France had long been thought of as a successful example of state-sponsored and work-based instruction for adolescents. While experts on technical education had been praising Germany for many decades, enthusiasts for more modern apprenticeships had looked to France since at least the 1890s.
 An apprenticeship tax had been established for each French industry after the First World War: employers could either pay into this and take advantage of the facilities that training boards for each industry provided, or offset the charge against their own training costs. Just as important, Williams argued, was the fact that the industrial training young people received before they even entered employment was conducted within technical colleges and in concert with the manpower targets of the French Ministry of Labour. Williams agreed with the 1959 Crowther Report, arguing similarly that there should be a year of compulsory post-school further education in Britain. Williams, however, added the demand for a nationally-coordinated apprenticeship scheme drawing on the French example.
 

Apprenticeship remained the main element of training in British industry, as it had done for centuries; but that institution was coming to be seen as time-serving, narrow and old-fashioned, training workers in specific skills that might not help them get jobs anywhere except the particular sector or even firm they were working in. This fear became pervasive in the early 1960s. Just as the urban policy of the late 1960s was an important harbinger of change in governments’ view of the world, so new training policies pointed forwards towards the increased level of government intervention that was clearest in the creation of the Manpower Services Commission in 1973 and the youth training schemes of the 1970s and 1980s.

Central government, however, had a very limited role in the provision of courses. The Ministry of Labour’s National Joint Advisory Committee investigated such intervention and 1957 and 1958 under Robert Carr, one of the Ministry of Labour’s junior Ministers. The final report, which laboured under the usual technical limits given that ‘there was an almost complete absence of statistics… many [industries] were unable to supply any sort of answer at all’, concluded that there were no grounds for further government interference.
 All it recommended was the setting up of an Industrial Training Council to consult and advise about increasing training provision. Such a Council was duly appointed, and at least helped to bring together much more data on training and part-time education.
  

This situation was not to last. As they constantly ran into shortages of skilled manpower, especially in politically sensitive areas such as construction, Ministers began to doubt the Carr recommendations: the Training Council, in particular, seemed powerless to break through these embarrassing bottlenecks. When employers canvassed their members on this question, only 20 per cent proposed to act on the Council’s exhortations. John Hare, Minister of Labour, quickly lost patience, telling the September 1960 Conference of the British Association for Industrial and Commercial Training that industry had to put its own house in order, or the Government would impose a solution.
 

Following a visit to France in February 1961 to look at that country’s levy and grant system, Ministry of Labour civil servants were convinced of the scheme’s role in increasing the numbers being trained. Both the Chancellor and the Ministry of Education having expressed an interest in a ‘levy/grant’ system, an official working party was set up under H.F. Rossetti from the Ministry of Labour.
 The Inland Revenue, worried about the implications of hypothecation, was sceptical, as was the Treasury, opposed to ‘cumbersome administrative machinery’ and the addition to costs. In the interim report that went to Ministers in January 1962, the committee therefore concluded that change might do more harm than good.
 Hare duly reported this negative result to his colleagues, but Ministers’ frustration with the slow rate of progress ensured that a further study was commissioned.
 

Forced back to consider ways in which training levies might work, officials on Hare’s second working party were split. Ministry of Education officials mounted their own bid to take over the process, and pressed for a large expansion in technical college provision that would provide general training for apprentices on day release: they had issued a circular to English further education colleges on this subject in June 1960.
 The Ministry of Labour, by now convinced of the efficacy of the French example, eventually prevailed: they were able to win the backing of a Treasury that was increasingly interested in the idea of faster growth through industrial training rather than more schooling. The second working party’s final recommendations therefore adopted the idea of an industry-by-industry scheme under which tripartite, voluntary Industrial Training Boards could be set up, charging levies agreed within the industry. This combined industrial self-government with statutory authority for the new Boards.
 This scheme emerged as the 1964 Industrial Training Act, and by 1970 there were 27 Industrial Training Boards, raising £208m yearly in training levies and directly employing over 1,000 training officers.
 

However, there were crucial flaws in this design. What began as a plan to establish government control over apprenticeship had become yet another structure for industrial consultation. The Minister would appoint Training Board members and adjudicate on demarcation disputes, but was to act on recommendations from employers and unions; civil servants could attend Training Board meetings, but as non-voting members. The Boards were allowed to exclude firms from any levies they might introduce, and they could do little to increase non-specific training or encourage inter-industry links. They ended up repaying almost all the money paid to them, to companies they judged as having adequate training programmes. Few of them charged amounts that even remotely reflected the true cost of thorough industrial training; worse, the increase in training subsidies often helped firms that had a rapid turnover of labour and constantly needed to show new workers how to work in their plants, which was hardly what the Government had envisaged.

Because the Ministry of Labour and the Training Boards could not see ‘inside’ each firm, they had no way of knowing that was really happening to training: companies’ submissions were often elaborate exercises in recouping their levy payments. The new training boards were based in individual industries, rather than inculcating general skills, and therefore could not contribute in a meaningful fashion to inter-industrial labour mobility or reallocation. While the labour market remained extremely tight, there was some progress as employers worried about their ability to meet orders; when the economy slowed down after 1966, advances were made more slowly.
 Small firms were disadvantaged by the scheme, since they often could not afford to employ training officers, even with the grants that the Training Boards provided. They often failed to qualify for grants, causing relations between the Government and employers to decline further. The CBI complained that such ‘inequities were the main reason for the spread of the attitude that levy was just another tax’.

Unions and employers had opted to keep control of their fiefdoms; political parties were distracted by ideological conflicts over secondary education; different Ministries remained responsible for training and education. Despite the fact that many industries showed no overt signs of needing more able workers, that does not mean that there were not hidden and subtle costs involved in the failure to integrate well-respected and prestigious training courses into the general education system. Chief among those losses was the ability to maintain levels of industrial training in the harsher economic times to come. 

Education: Scandinavia and the Soviets

The next policy arena in which Scandinavians were influential was education. Here Sweden had been what Gunnar and Alva Myrdal, the husband-and-wife team of economist and social scientist, called a ‘laboratorium’ of progress. ‘The young are the future’, Gunnar declared: ‘[it is] youth’s difficult privilege to think freely and presumptuously about that which belongs to the future’. Gunnar was famous as the author of An American Dilemma, on race and prejudice in the USA, and drawing on the American Progressives’ work: he had spent the worst of the Depression in the US as a Fellow of the Rockefeller Institute.
 In An American Dilemma, he showed how much Scandinavian social democracy owed to American social science, as well as the planning and administration of Roosevelt’s experimental ‘New Deal’. Gunnar, indeed, ended his study of discrimination and black exclusion with an extraordinarily confident assertion of the future of the social sciences. ‘The social sciences in America’, he wrote, ‘are equipped to meet the demands of the post-war world…. The social engineering of the coming epoch will [prove]… that “human nature” is changeable and that human deficiencies and unhappiness are, in large degree, preventable’.

Many of the British left’s most important themes of the coming decades can be found in the Social Democrats’ 1948 report on education. These include the role of schools in fostering grass roots research, social citizenship, ‘child centred learning’ and teachers’ role as social scientists, ‘learning co-ordinators’ and ‘action-based’ moral leaders. ‘Research-action’, by which anthropological studies of different techniques at grass roots level would form the basis for future national policy, was a particularly important innovation associated with the School Commission and the Myrdals. This, too, was to become influential in Britain.
 Sweden did not move immediately to a comprehensive system, and its government in fact managed a long period of transition between 1948 and, finally, 1970. In the interim, years of fruitful local research would provide the basis for moving forward. These gained in scale and importance as time went on. 144 local authorities originally declared that they were ready to join these experiments, of which 14 were initially chosen. However, as the years passed, more and more councils joined. When the projects started in the academic year 1949-50, 2,483 pupils were included. By 1955-56 there were 84,941, and by 1961-62 436,595.

Sweden had always pioneered educational research, embodied for instance in Carl Cederblad’s work on the ‘folk high schools’ of adult education in the 1930s and 1940s. Torsten Husén had shown in the early 1950s that selective education for exams could change and lift measures of intelligence such as IQ, moulding and reinforcing social divisions rather than reflecting inherent ability. This insistence on both theory and data now became a constant, and a pervasive, theme in writing about the ‘Scandinavian model’. Particularly influential were findings of Husén, at the Stockholm School of Education, and his collaborators. Husén himself went on to become head of the UNESCO Institute in Hamburg, which later moved to Stockholm, and to chair expert conferences under the aegis of groups such as the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement.
 His influence was as important in detail as it was in the rarefied world of international advice. Nils-Eric Svensson, in work suggested by Husén, his academic supervisor, grouped Stockholm’s schools into three categories: those in which students would work in mixed ability groupings for four, six or eight years. But ‘in no instance could we note any distinct superiority for homogeneous or heterogeneous groups’, he concluded. Any superiority the pupils in the early streaming schools may have brought over from their previous, more privileged education ‘had been reduced to practical nullity by the time all pupils reached grade 8 and 9’.
 The comprehensive experiment, it seemed, could proceed without worrying about the effects of teaching very different pupils in the same class.

Robin Pedley, at that time Director of Exeter University’s Institute of Education, recommended exactly this approach for Britain. He provided the preface for one book by the head of Sweden’s National Board for Education with a particularly strong statement of this approach. ‘Sweden went ahead with a national plan’, he wrote, ‘while experiment in England was undirected and piecemeal… Sweden’s methodical approach enabled the familiar arguments to proceed alongside planned development’. ‘Research in Sweden’, he continued, ‘has… been most useful in helping to get the details of reorganisation right, and [establishing the] lines of development inside the comprehensive school’.
 Maurice Kogan later put this succinctly in an interview with Edward Boyle, the Conservative Education Minister in the early 1960s who allowed experimentation with the comprehensive model. Boyle got two years in office, rather different according to Kogan from

Swedish social democratic educational planning, in which there were five years of research by Husén and the rest, then a five-year period in which they matched schools in Stockholm to see how comprehensivization worked, and then a change of law and then a ten-year plan concerted between the Royal Swedish Board of Education and the Ministry of Finance to get the thing off the ground. This was, in fact, a cycle of twenty years over which a major piece of social engineering was achieved.

Pedley praised Swedish comprehensives themselves in his Pelican Original, The Comprehensive School, in 1963. He acknowledged that many of the old Swedish gymnasia now educated young people from 15 to 19, making the reorganisation of the lower schools less of a problem than in England and Wales. Rather than some grammar schools being threatened with actual closure, as in Britain, the Swedes had simply shifted their role to cater for older children and young people. Still, it was an important part of his case that he could cite Husén and Svensson’s work showing that ‘children from poorer homes have responded most strongly to the superior advantages of the comprehensive school over the Swedish equivalent of the “modern” school; there is nothing to be said for grouping together children of average and below-average capacity’.
 John Vaizey took up the same theme, from the same evidence, in his 1962 Penguin Special Education for Tomorrow, though the details he gave were not precisely accurate:

In a carefully-controlled experiment in which the city of Stockholm was divided into two, one half going over to the common school, while the other half remained divided into grammar schools and schools for children of lesser ability, the common schools have proved to be academically more successful with all groups of ability except, in the initial years, with boys of high ability from the working class. Even this group has now caught up, and it seems probable that their original retardation was due to the reorganisation of the schools and the consequent disturbance of their academic careers.

The Swedes’ influence was not limited to simply talking to their fellow academics. Anthony Crosland, the Labour Education Secretary responsible for issuing the administrative circular on which the comprehensive system was based, later remembered that ‘we weren’t starting completely tabula rasa. The Swedes had been going at it for some time, and I got Professor Husén to come to Curzon Street and talk to us all. He was wholly in favour of our pushing on as we were doing’.


International educational organisations also spread some Soviet ideas. During the 1920s, the Russian S.G. Strumilin had been one of the first economists to work on the idea of accounting for the gains of education and training. As Deputy Chairman of Gosplan after the war, and head of the Central Statistical Administration, he had tried to evolve models for fitting educational provision and spending to wider planned targets.
 These ideas were extremely influential within UNESCO, the educational arm of the UN. His work was constantly referred to at that body’s conferences, forums that included two of the most famous American and British experts on the matter, Edward Denison and John Vaizey. Their flavour can be taken from the intervention of the Swede, Ingmar Svennilson, at an International Economic Association meeting in 1963: ‘economic growth [including education]… must be systematically prepared and planned, and plans have to be transferred from drawing boards, offices and committees into operation… this… depends on the supply of various types of highly educated professionals’.
 The influence of Soviet methods extended to Russia’s 1959 education reforms, which were supposed to bring technical, vocational and academic higher education more closely together through the use of part-time, evening and correspondence classes. The Robbins Report on Higher Education, published in 1963 and fundamental in the expansion of Britain’s universities, praised the Soviet system.

Conclusions: representations and reality

The preceding survey, provisional as it is, should at least be enough to outline the unique contribution that international networks of expert economists and statisticians made to British policy in the post-war era. Massé on macroeconomic planning; Perroux on regional ‘growth poles’; Gertrude Williams’ work on industrial training; the Myrdals’ view of educational ‘progress’; Husén on the ‘pool of ability’; Strumilin on manpower planning; Svennilson on education’s role in economic growth: all of them made vital contributions from outside, or in Williams’ case by looking outwards. This should inform the recent debate about the complexity, malleability and generally political nature of statistics, for economic data has always been political, often vague, and usually capable of manifold interpretations. This is what gives ‘epistemic communities’ their unique power and influence. Unfortunately for British economic performance, it also helps explain why ‘French’ and ‘Swedish’ policy models ran into insuperable obstacles when they were applied from Whitehall.

The emphasis on the ethic and aesthetic of economic statistics as ‘exotic knowledge’ is that it helps us understand that British policymakers were looking at was more often themselves, rather the reality of foreign examples. The French macroeconomic, regional planning and training systems was thought to work by concertation, data-sharing and market research. In fact, they worked – insofar as they had an effect – by combining devaluation, controls and semi-binding ‘persuasion’. Soviet manpower planning was thought to be ahead of the West in accounting for the gains to education. In retrospect, it looks static and unwieldy. Scandinavian, and to a lesser extent Russian and American secondary education, was thought less wasteful than British tripartism. Though there was much truth in this revelation, politicians and officials alike chose what they wanted to see in the Scandinavian model, namely the comprehensive ideal. In so doing, they ignored both the long time-scale of reform, and some of the finer detail that still left the effects of reform in some doubt.

This collective power of international examples should help to explain Britons’ extraordinary loss of confidence in their own economic and social system, one which looks stranger the more distance historians establish from the events and the ‘mood’ of the time.
 For without these international expert interpretations, some of the more concrete reasons for Britain’s relatively slow growth rate might have been more apparent. Her failure to join the EEC in the 1950s, when Britain would have had easier access to very fast-growing markets; her relative lack of cheap agricultural labour that could be drawn into the factories; Britain’s head start over the rest, which allowed them to ‘catch up and converge’: these were the structural reasons for Britain’s lack of faster growth.
 Education, training and a lack of concerted regional policies probably did play a role, but it was the power and influence of international experts that caused those policy areas to take centre stage. 
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