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Background: The Productivity Institute

• The Productivity Institute

• Established in 2020

• Based at Alliance Manchester Business School

• Examine UK’s productivity performance

• 8 regional forums

• The Northern Ireland Productivity Forum

• Based at Queen’s Business School

• Brings together businesses, policymakers, 
researchers, & other stakeholders

• Diagnose problems, suggest actions



1. Why does productivity matter? 



What is productivity?

• Labour Productivity = the total value 
of output produced for a given 
amount of work

• Productivity determines:

• Competitiveness

• Wages

• Living standards

• UK showing some recent signs of 
improvement, but still not great

• NI has also improved recently, but 
still lags behind

Source: ONS (2025) Subregional productivity: labour productivity indices by UK ITL2 and ITL3 subregions
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What determines NI’s productivity?



What determines NI’s productivity?



2. What are structured management practices? 



• What drives business performance?

• Resources available

• How resources are combined 

and used effectively

• What determines an individual’s 

contribution?

• Wellbeing

• Skills

• How they’re managed

The role of management

Wellbeing

Skills

How 
they’re 

managed

Business 
Performance



• Research has examined ways to measure management quality

• Developed a systematic approach based on ‘structured management practices’

• Four key areas:

1. Continuous improvement practices – monitoring & using information to improve

2. Key performance indicators – how many KPIs & how often reviewed

3. Targets – stretching, tracked, & reviewed

4. Employment practices – training, tracking & rewarding good performance

Structured management practices



• International evidence demonstrates management practices matter for a firm’s 

performance

• Firms with ‘better’ management practices have higher:

• Profitability

• Growth

• Survival rates

• Innovation

• Productivity

• Around one-third of differences in firm productivity can be explained by management 

practices

Key research



• Survey run by ONS in UK

• Firms receive a score between 0 and 1

• 0 = furthest from best practice

• 1 = full adoption of best practice

• Overall average score:

• 2016: 0.50

• 2019: 0.48

• 2020: 0.49

• 2023: 0.55

• Improvement between 2016 and 2023

• Disappearance of ‘less well-managed firms’

• More ‘outstandingly well-managed firms’

UK Management and Expectations Survey

Notes: Great Britain only for 2026, 2019, 2020
Source: ONS (2024) Management practices and productivity

Distribution of overall UK management practices scores



• In 2023:

• Continuous improvement practices had 

the highest average score, 0.80

• Key performance indicators had the 

lowest average score, 0.42

• Targets remained relatively stable over 

time, 0.49

• Employment practices saw the greatest 

improvement since 2020, from 0.52 to 

0.64

The components of good management

Source: ONS (2024) Management practices and productivity

Average management practices score by category, 
UK, 2016-2023



• Large firms score higher than smaller firms

• SMEs & family-owned firms both 
underperform large companies

• Important implications when thinking 
about NI’s performance:

• NI has a higher proportion of small firms

• NI has a higher proportion of family firms

Management score by firm size

Distribution of management practices score by 
employment size bands, UK, 2023

Source: ONS (2024) Management practices and productivity



• Firms in service industries generally score 

higher (0.56) than production industries 

(0.52)

• Differences across industries mainly due to 

having a ‘long tail’ of firms with lower 

scores

• A firm in the lowest 10% scored:

• 0.35 in Business services

• 0.24 in Non-manufacturing production

• 0.15 in Construction

Management score by industry

Percentile distributions of management practices 
scores by industry, UK, 2023

Source: ONS (2024) Management practices and productivity



• Statistically significant relationship between management score and productivity:

• 0.1 increase in management score associated with a 9.6% increase in productivity

• Moving from 25th percentile (0.34) to median (0.53) translates to a 19% increase in 
productivity

• Moving from median (0.53) to 75th percentile (0.66) translates to a 12% increase in 
productivity

• Most important for productivity: Continuous improvement practices & Employment 
practices

Are management & productivity linked?



• Northern Ireland had the lowest average score in 
ONS’s 2023 MES, 0.52

• Detailed analysis for NI based on NI Productivity 
Forum’s NI Management Practices Survey 2022

• 25 questions:
• ONS MES questions

• Extent of govt. support

• Digitalisation

• Links to GB & ROI

• Working from Home (WFH)

• Firms received their own management practices score 
between 0 and 1:

• 0 = furthest from best practice

• 1 = full adoption of best practice

Evidence for Northern Ireland



• Better management practices are found in:

• Firms with a higher proportion of managers having 
taken a leadership course

• Firms with a higher proportion of managers qualified 
to degree level

• Larger firms

• Weaker management practices are found in:

• Firms that generate a higher proportion of their 
turnover from within local NI market

• Firms which do not provide regular leadership training 
for managers

• Second-generation family-managed firms

• Manufacturing and Real estate

Evidence for Northern Ireland
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• Better managed firms:

• Tentative evidence to suggest more likely to permit managers (but not non-
managers) to WFH in 2022

• More innovative as evidenced by greater extent of digitalisation 

• Have higher productivity, but not statistically significant

• Have higher profit margins: 0.1 ↑ in management practices score → 18% ↑ profit 
margin

• Are more likely to be exporters

Evidence for Northern Ireland



• AI has the potential to boost productivity 

through 3 main channels:

1. AI can improve efficiency, where it 

complements or replaces other inputs

2. AI allows existing resources to be 

redeployed to higher value tasks or 

processes

3. AI allows new tasks or processes to be 

completed, enabling innovation

• Good management is a ‘complementary asset’

• Management practices are a key predictor of 

AI adoption by businesses

AI & management
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AI adoption and management practices in UK businesses



• Effect of AI is unlikely to be evenly spread, risk that it reinforces 

existing inequalities

• Small number see productivity improvements, most join ‘long tail’ of 

underperformers

• Uncertainty on expected return from AI investment

• Majority of businesses should adopt a ‘smart second mover’ strategy

• Support for SMEs should focus on providing networks that aid practical 

application of AI

• Benefits of AI only realised when combined with complementary 

assets

• Management practices matter for adoption

Implications of AI for NI’s businesses



3. Task: Self-assessment



NI Management Booklet



Self-assessment (page 2)

• Short questionnaire

• 10 questions

• Based on areas measured in ONS’s Management 
& Expectations Survey (MES)

• Grouped into Leadership, Culture, and Ambition

• Yes/No answers

• Scoring used to give indication of 
performance:

• 0-5: Further away from best practice

• 6-8: Room for improvement

• 9-10: Close to best practice



Self-assessment



Self-assessment



Self-assessment



Self-assessment



1. Which aspects of your business’s management practices are you most confident 

about?

2. Which question did you find most difficult to answer ‘Yes’?

3. Which area do you think would make the biggest difference to your business if you 

improved it?

Discussion



• Why might smaller firms not adopt best 

practice?

• Costs: upgrading management is costly, may 

outweigh improved productivity

• Effort: greater effort is involved in adopting best 

practice

• Heterogeneity: differing costs & benefits means 

one size doesn’t fit all

• Frictions: it takes time to learn & adapt to new 

innovations

• Other reasons?

Barriers to adopting best practice

Responses to “What is the main barrier to improving 
the way this business is managed?”, UK, 2023

Source: ONS (2024) Management practices and productivity



4. Ways to improve your management practices



Continuous improvement practices – monitoring & using information to improve

• Self-assessment question: 4  

• MES question: In general, what is the most common response to problems faced within your business?

Continuous Improvement

Low performer Middle performer High performer

No action was taken, or we resolved the 
problems but did not take further action.

We resolved the problems and took action 
to try to ensure they do not happen again.

We resolved the problems and had a 
continuous improvement process to 
anticipate similar problems in advance.

• Example actions:

• Staff workshops to improve performance in their area

• Make exposing problems in a structured way an integral part of individuals’ responsibilities



Key performance indicators – how many KPIs & how often reviewed

• Self-assessment question: 10

• MES questions: How many KPIs does your business monitor? And how frequently is progress against the KPIs reviewed 

by managers and non-managers?

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)

Low performer Middle performer High performer

0-2 KPIs, reviewed at most quarterly or 
annually only by managers. Tracking is an 
ad-hoc process (certain processes aren’t 
tracked at all).

3-9 KPIs, which are reviewed at least 
monthly, involves both managers and non-
managers. Formal tracking is overseen by 
senior management.

10 or more KPIs, which are reviewed 
weekly or more frequently, by both 
managers and non-managers. Tracking is 
continuous, and performance is 
communicated to all staff using a range of 
visual management tools.

• Example actions:

• Performance reviewed based on tracked indicators and communicated both formally and informally

• Formal meetings have purpose, agenda and follow-up steps clear to all, providing an opportunity for constructive feedback and 
coaching



Targets – stretching, tracked, & reviewed

• Self-assessment questions: 2, 3, 9 

• MES questions: What are the main timeframes for achieving targets? How easy or difficult is it to achieve these 

targets? What proportion of managers and non-managers are aware of these targets?

Targets

Low performer Middle performer High performer

Either no targets, or main timeframe less 
than one year. Targets are either very easy 
or very difficult, requiring either little or 
extraordinary effort. Only some managers 
and non-managers are aware of these 
targets. 

Main timeframe is one year or more. 
Targets are quite easy, requiring some 
effort. Most managers and non-managers 
are aware of these targets.

Combination of timeframes of less than 
and more than one year. Targets are quite 
difficult, possible to achieve with more 
than normal effort. All managers and non-
managers are aware of these targets.

• Example actions:
• Balance of financial and non-financial targets

• Long-term goals are translated into short-term targets which become a ‘staircase’ to reaching long-term goals

• Targets are stretching but grounded in solid, business-specific rationale



Employment practices – training, tracking & rewarding good performance

• Self-assessment questions: 1, 5, 6, 7, 8

• MES questions: What are promotions usually based on? What proportion of managers and non-managers had a 

performance review in the past 12-months? What timeframe is action taken for underperformance? Are managers and 

non-managers supported with appropriate training and development opportunities?

Employment Practices

Low performer Middle performer High performer

Promotions unrelated to performance. 
Fewer than half have annual performance 
reviews. No action taken to address 
underperformance. No support for training 
and development.

Promotions based partially on 
performance and partly on other factors. 
More than half have annual performance 
reviews. Action taken to address 
underperformance after 6 months. 5-10 
days of training and development.

Promotions based solely on performance. 
All have annual performance reviews. 
Action taken to address underperformance 
within 6 months. More than 10 days of 
training and development for both 
managers and non-managers.

• Example actions:

• Senior managers are evaluated and accountable for developing talent throughout the business

• System to identify, develop and promote top performers

• Training and development is tailored to employee’s role



5. Conclusion



Recommendations

Box 2: Recommendations for business

1. The ability to adopt new technology and increase digitalisation is linked to a business’s management practices.

2. Adopting best practice in management requires investment in the human capital of managers, particularly regular

leadership training.

3. Businesses with characteristics associated with poorer management practices should proactively seek opportunities to

improve their managers.

Box 1: Recommendations for government

1. Improving management practices is a key element in supporting new technology adoption and greater digitalisation.

2. Enhancing the human capital of managers – through qualifications and leadership training – is key to better

management practices.

3. Government policy should target improving management practices in firms which are small, second-generation family-

managed, and selling to the domestic market.



Our reports

To find out more, please visit www.productivity.ac.uk
Or search for ‘Northern Ireland Productivity Forum’

https://www.productivity.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/PIP004-Northern-Irelands-Productivity-Challenge-FINAL-171121.pdf
http://www.productivity.ac.uk/

