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Introduction. 
 
This paper provides a quick introduction to the new 2001-based Travel-to-Work areas 
(TTWAs) showing:  

1) what they are,  
2) appropriate and inappropriate usage of the TTWAs, and  
3) a quick tour of the UK providing examples of how the TTWAs have 
changed since 1991. 

 
In concept, a self-contained labour market area is one in which all commuting occurs 
within the boundary of the area.  In practice, it is not possible to divide the UK into 
entirely separate labour market areas as commuting patterns are too diffuse. TTWAs 
have been developed as approximations to self-contained labour markets, i.e. areas 
where most people both live and work. As such they are based on a statistical analysis 
rather than administrative boundaries. 
 
TTWAs are produced by analysing commuting flows from the Census of Population.  
Originally they had been defined in terms of Employment Office (Jobcentre) areas.  
For the maps based on the 1981 & 1991 Censuses, the definitions were aggregations 
of wards.  For the latest 2001-based TTWAs, the new statistical geographies defined 
for each nation have been used: Lower Layer Super Output Areas for England and 
Wales, Data Zones for Scotland, and Super Output Areas for Northern Ireland. 
 
The current criteria for defining TTWAs are that at least 75% of the area's resident 
workforce work in the area and at least 75% of the people who work in the area also 
live in the area. The area must also have a working population of at least 3,500. 
However, for areas with a working population in excess of 25,000, self-containment 
rates as low as 66.66% are accepted. TTWA boundaries must be non-overlapping and 
contiguous, covering the entire UK between them. TTWAs are permitted to cross 
national boundaries, although no account is taken of commuting between Northern 
Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. 
 
With the passing of time there has been a consistent pattern of reducing numbers of 
TTWAs: more people tend to commute longer distances to work, leading to an 
increase in the average size of TTWAs and a consequent decrease in the number of 
TTWAs.  Based on the 2001 commuting data, we have created 243 separate TTWAs, 
in contrast to the analysis of 1991 Census data which created 308 TTWAs. 
 
ONS consulted key stakeholders and users of TTWAs and found a mixed level of 
interest in the new TTWAs considering the usefulness of the 1991-based TTWAs.   
 
The following reasons for using TTWAs were often cited in the consultation. 
 

• To inform inward investment 
• Monitoring the effectiveness of labour market programs 
• To help build an understanding of the labour market 
• Framing local labour market analysis, particularly regarding the spatial 

mismatch between labour supply and demand 
• As the smallest area for which workforce-based rates can be compared 
• Offering a statistically consistent geography for the whole country 
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• To investigate the spatial dimensions of labour market change across the 
regional and urban system 

• For planning, economic and community studies, in that they link the 
workplace and home 

• Providing a comparable definition of each city's local economy 
 
 
In contrast, those who felt that TTWAs were not useful cited the following reasons. 
 

• TTWAs cut across administrative boundaries 
• TTWAs are too big in some areas to be useful 
• The commuting patterns are ‘averaged’ across all workers – there should be 

different TTWAs for different occupations 
• TTWAs can mask ‘hot spots’ of high unemployment  
• They are based on Census data and so out of date 

 
In order to satisfy those who wanted TTWAs, whilst recognising some limitations, 
ONS have produced a 2001-based TTWA allocation and, separately, are investigating 
other means of showing local labour markets and commuting patterns for different 
segments of the working population (identified by gender, age, part-time, occupation, 
ethnicity, lone parents etc). 
 
Appropriate use of the 2001-based TTWAs. 
 
In contrast to the 1991-based TTWAs, we have not carried out an extensive public 
consultation to support the definition of the 2001-based TTWAs.  A main reason for 
this is that, unlike in previous decades, major funding streams are not planned to be 
allocated using the TTWAs.  ONS verified the TTWAs using regional experts within 
the Devolved Administrations and, in England, Regional Statisticians in discussion 
with local experts. 
 
Although there was no formal consultation, this does not reduce the statistical 
robustness of the TTWA boundaries.  However, there can always be detailed debate 
about whether the boundary between two TTWAs could have been slightly different. 
The results are, 

1. appropriate to consider TTWAs as comparable local labour markets, 
2. possible to look at the broad change in boundaries over the past 10 years,  
3. not appropriate to place great emphasis on the allocation of any individual 

LSOA / data zone to one side of a TTWA boundary or another.  
 
Highlights of change in TTWAs over the last decade. 
 
In this section we paint a high level picture of how TTWAs have changed regionally 
over the past ten years by contrasting the new 2001-based TTWAs with the 1991-
based TTWAs.  This section cannot capture the subtlety and extent of all changes 
across the UK, but aims to provide a flavour and starting point for more detailed 
evaluation of change and constancy in local labour markets. 
 
Overall, the picture of change over the past decade is one of evolution with main 
centres of employment retaining or extending their position.  Thus we find relatively 
small changes in TTWAs surrounding the core cities, and more extensive change as 
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we move to more rural areas and for towns and cities which are extending their 
influence as centres of employment. 
 
We see that there are four main categories which have led to an overall reduction in 
the number of TTWAs from 308 in 1991 to 243 in 2001: 
 

1. No change 
2. Boundary changes (over and above changes due to basing the TTWAs on 

wards in 1991 and LSOAs and data zones in 2001) 
3. Merges: where two 1991-based TTWAs essentially merge to form a single 

2001-based TTWA (such mergers are usually accompanied by small boundary 
changes as well) 

4. Splits: where a 1991-based TTWA is split into two or more parts which are 
then absorbed into one or more 2001-based TTWAs (again, such processes are 
often accompanied by small boundary changes). 

 
The net effect of all these changes is that the 2001-based TTWAs have increased in 
area, on average, by approximately 25% compared with the 1991-based TTWAs.  
 
Boundary alteration is the most common mechanism for change.   A good example of 
this occurs in the South of England around Southampton and Portsmouth.  This is 
shown below in Figure 1. 
 
We can see the increase in growth for both the TTWA incorporating Southampton and 
Winchester, and the TTWA incorporating Portsmouth, at the ‘expense’ of the 
neighbouring TTWAs around the Andover, Basingstoke and Guildford areas.  Such 
boundary changes may reflect the increasing relative importance of the Southampton 
and Portsmouth labour markets, leading to increased commuting into these areas. 
 
Fig1 

1991         2001 
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Examples of change in the South East Region. 
 

A key feature of the South East, and also London, is the absence of merges.  
 
The South East contains one TTWA which has not changed, the Isle of Wight (as seen 
in Figure 1).  Areas which have no or very little change are often areas with very 
strong geographical features along their boundaries which severely restrict increased 
commuting.  Such areas include islands and areas separated by mountain ranges, or 
rivers and estuaries. 
 
The South East region also contains a split (see Figure 2). The 1991-based Slough & 
Woking TTWA no longer exists and its constituent parts have been split four ways 
and absorbed into the four 2001-based TTWAs of London, Reading & Bracknell, 
Wycombe & Slough, Guildford & Aldershot .   
 
Fig 2 

1991         2001 

 
 
 

All other TTWAs in the South East have experienced boundary alteration. 
 
Highlight changes in the London Region. 
 

London TTWA is the only TTWA larger than the region to which it belongs (although 
this is less a consequence of the London TTWA being large than of this region being 
far smaller than any other).  The London TTWA has now gained area to the west and 
south east compared with the 1991-based area, but has experienced a net decrease in 
size due to losses in the north.   
 
Figure 3 shows the complex changes in the London TTWA.  Part of the reasons for 
change around London are due to a slight reduction in the self-containment threshold 
required to be a valid TTWA in 1991 and 2001.  In 1991, the minimum threshold for 
TTWAs was 69.5% whereas for 2001 it has been reduced to 66.66%.  One effect of 
this reduction has been to permit some large TTWAs to exist on the perimeter of 
London and this has contributed to the decrease, overall, in the London TTWA’s size.  
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There will also have been changes in commuting patterns, perhaps linked to a move of 
employment out of the city centre.  Much more detailed analysis of this complex 
labour market is needed to fully understand the changes around London. 

 
Fig 3 
1991         2001 

 
 
Examples of change in the South West Region. 
 

The South West contains no TTWAs that are unaffected by change. 
 
It has several areas affected by merging. For instance the 1991 based TTWAs of 
Barnstaple, South Molton and Ilfracombe have merged and are mostly within the 
single TTWA called Barnstaple in 2001 (see Fig 4).  
 
Fig 4 

1991         2001 
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There is a single split in the region. The 1991-based TTWA of Devizes has been 
absorbed into the TTWAs of Salisbury, Trowbridge & Warminster, and to a lesser 
extent Swindon. 

 
Examples of change in Wales 
 

Merges are the most common type of change in Wales, with seven merges affecting 
fourteen 1991-based TTWAs. Fishguard & St David’s TTWA merging with 
Haverfordwest TTWA is such an example, creating Haverfordwest & Fishguard 
TTWA in 2001.   
 
Areas of little or no change occur more often than in English regions. Pembroke & 
Tenby, Holyhead and Bridgend have not changed over the past decade. 
 
The south of Wales shows a particularly complex set of changes (see Fig 5). The 
1991-based TTWA named Cwmbran & Monmouth has split and the constituent parts 
absorbed by its neighbours. The 1991-based TTWA around Cardiff has increased in 
size significantly, with the remainder of the 1991-based Merthyr and Pontypridd & 
Aberdare TTWAs altered. The 1991-based TTWA named Swansea has merged with 
the Neath & Port Talbot TTWA and the Llanelli TTWA.  The 1991-based TTWA 
around Bridgend remains largely unchanged.  
 
Fig 5 

1991         2001 

 
 

Note that the 1991-based TTWA around Flint, in the north, has grouped with the area 
around Chester to form a 2001-based TTWA called Flint and Chester (see Fig 6). This 
new TTWA is possible due to removing the constraint on 1991 TTWAs to fit within 
national boundaries. Cross-border changes such as this occur elsewhere in Britain. 
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Fig 6 
1991         2001 

 
 
 
Examples of change in the West Midlands Region. 

In common with several regions, the West Midlands region contains no TTWAs 
unaffected by change (although the change to the Dudley & Sandwell TTWA is  
small).  Boundary alterations are common place in the West Midlands.  
 
There are two splits. The 1991-based Malvern TTWA has been absorbed into the 
neighbouring 1991-based Hereford TTWA and Worcester TTWA (see Fig 7), with 
the latter being renamed Worcester & Malvern.  
 
Fig 7 

1991         2001 

 
 

There are no simple merges in the region. The 1991-based Stoke-on-Trent TTWA has 
experienced significant boundary alterations (see Fig 8), 
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Fig 8 
1991         2001 

 
 
 
Examples of change in the East Midlands Region. 

 
There are two relatively simple merges within the East Midlands; the 1991-based 
TTWAs of Worksop and of Retford, and also Louth grouping with Horncastle. There 
is a third more complex merge between the 1991-based TTWAs of Lincoln with 
Sleaford, that is also associated with the splitting of the two neighbouring 1991-based 
TTWAs of Newark and Gainsborough (see Fig 9).  
 
Fig9 

1991         2001 

 
 

The East Midlands region contains no areas unaffected by change. 
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Examples of change in the East of England Region. 
 
There are no TTWAs in the East of England region unaffected by change, though the 
TTWA around Great Yarmouth has only minor changes of less than 30 square 
kilometres at its western edge.  
 
There are two splits in the region: the Haverhill and Sudbury 1991-based TTWA is 
split and absorbed into its surrounding TTWAs: Chelmsford and Braintree, 
Cambridge, Ipswich, and Bury St. Edmunds; the 1991-based TTWA named Diss is 
also split and absorbed by its neighbours.  
 
There are two merges in the region (see Fig 10), although both are also associated 
with some boundary alteration.  The 1991-based Thetford and Mildenhall TTWAs 
have merged to form a 2001-based Thetford & Mildenhall TTWA. This is 
accompanied by some change of shape along the northern edge. The 1991-based 
King’s Lynn TTWA and Fakenham TTWAs have also merged with some boundary 
alteration at the southern edge, associated with the expansion of Norwich TTWA. 
 
Fig 10 

1991         2001 

 
 
 
Examples of change in the Yorkshire and Humberside Region. 
 

The region contains several areas without change or with very minor change.  
Calderdale, Huddersfield and Whitby are the clearest examples, but change is also 
quite limited for Barnsley and Wakefield.  
 
There is a single straight forward split in the region, the 1991-based Goole & Selby 
TTWA has been absorbed into 1991-based TTWA neighbours named York and Hull.  
 
There is a more complex change around the 1991-based TTWA of Malton (see Fig 
11). The majority of this TTWA has merged with the 1991-based Pickering TTWA. A 
small area to the north east of the 1991-based Malton TTWA has been absorbed by 
1991-based Scarborough TTWA. A larger area to the south west, has been absorbed 
by the 1991-based York TTWA.  
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Fig 11 
1991         2001 

 
 
 
Examples of change in the North West Region. 
 

There are several notable splits in the North West. The 1991-based Keswick TTWA is 
absorbed partly in the formation of a 2001-based TTWA of Workington & Keswick 
and partly into 2001-based Penrith & Appleby TTWA. There is also a three way split 
of the 1991-based Wirral & Chester TTWA involved in forming the 2001-based 
TTWAs named: Wrexham & Whitchurch, Chester & Flint, and Wirral & Ellesmere 
Port. Note also there is a change to the 1991-based Carlisle TTWA which now 
extends across the border with Scotland.  
 
There are many merges in the region including the 1991-based TTWAs: Windermere 
merged with Kendal, Warrington with Wigan & St Helens (see Fig 12), and Appleby 
with Penrith. 
 
Fig 12 

1991         2001 
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Note in figure 12 how the TTWAs around the cities of Manchester and Liverpool 
have maintained their size and shape showing relatively small changes in commuting 
patterns for these large centres of population. 
 

Examples of change in the North East Region. 
 

There are no splits in the North East region. There are also no areas without change, 
although the boundary alteration to Middlesbrough & Stockton is small in the context 
of other boundary alterations in the region.  
 
There are four merges in the region, affecting the following pairs of 1991-based 
TTWAs: 
Bishop Auckland with Barnard Castle;  
Haltwhistle with Hexham;  
Alnwick & Amble with Morpeth & Ashington;  
Berwick with Berwickshire (see Fig 13).  
 
The last of these is the result of removal of the condition to constrain TTWAs to 
national boundaries. 
 
Fig 13 

1991         2001 

 
 
Examples of change in Scotland. 
 

Scotland is unique in having the UK’s only entirely new Travel-to-Work Area.  The 
2001-based Livingston & Bathgate TTWA has formed almost entirely from the 
western-most part of the 1991-based Edinburgh TTWA (see Fig 14).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 12 



 
Fig 14 

1991         2001 

 
 
 

Scotland contains several merges, the most significant merges affecting the following 
1991-based TTWAs:  

• Ayr merged with East Ayrshire (and the majority of Girvan) to form Ayr and 
Kilmarnock; 

• Elgin & Forres with Dufftown and Keith & Buckie to form Moray;  
• Lewis & Harris with Uists & Barra to form a single TTWA of Eilean Siar. 

The last of these resulted from a drop in the economically active population in the 
Uists below the threshold of 3,500 persons. This change, therefore, in contrast to most 
other mergers, is not due to a change in commuting patterns. 
 
Note also the cross-border merge of Berwickshire and Berwick. 

 
There are two simple splits in Scotland: The 1991-based TTWA named Annan is split 
two ways and absorbed into its neighbouring 1991-based TTWAs named Carlisle and 
Dumfries; and the 1991-based TTWA named Forfar is split three ways into 
neighbouring areas.  
 
There is a complex change within the Highlands of Scotland resulting in six 1991-
based TTWAs forming the following seven 2001-based TTWAs; Inverness & 
Dingwall, Skye & Lochalsh, Ullapool & Gairloch, Invergordon, Dornoch & Lairg, 
Thurso and Wick (see Fig 15).  
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Fig 15 
1991          2001 

 
 

Areas of no change in Scotland are the TTWAs named Mull & Islay, Badenoch, 
Lochaber, the Orkney Islands and the Shetland Islands. 
 
 

Examples of change in Northern Ireland. 
 

Within Northern Ireland all changes have been boundary alterations. The number of 
Travel-to-Work Areas has not changed. 
 
The largest change affects the 1991-based Newry TTWA and Craigavon TTWA (see 
Fig 16), with the Newry TTWA gaining area at the expense of Craigavon and to a 
lesser extent the Belfast TTWA. Although the 1991-based TTWA named Belfast has 
lost area in this southern part it has gained area at the expense of the Ballymena 
TTWA. 
 
Fig 16 

1991         2001 
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