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Richard Henry Tawney

       Social wellbeing depends 
upon cohesion and solidarity… And 
individual happiness does not only 
require that men should be free to 
rise to new positions of comfort and 
distinction; it also requires that they 
should be able to lead a life of dignity 
and culture, whether they rise or not.”

“

Theresa May, Conservative Party Conference 2017

       … a simple promise that [speaks] 
to me, my values and aspirations: that 
each generation in our country should 
be able to build a better future. That 
each generation should live the 
British Dream.”

“



Social mobility – the idea that even if 
you’re born poor you can make it to 

the ‘top’ is a seductive story for a coun-
try that is as divided as the UK. Just as 
in the US where the American Dream is 
the cornerstone of the collective psyche, 
social mobility has become the chosen 
litmus test of how UK society is fairing. 
This is the wrong narrative in terms 
of what we should want for our socie-
ty. An individual making it out, only to 
leave a depressed community behind, 
is far from the perfect social outcome. 
This fixation has allowed politicians of 
various guises to focus on ‘equality of 
opportunity’ while turning a blind eye 
to structural economic disparities; the 
intersecting inequalities of race, gender 
and class prejudice; and the middle and 
upper classes gaming the system.

The irony is that social mobility contin-
ues to be low. In the UK, it is estimated 
to take up to five generations – or 150 
years – for the child of a poor family to 
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reach the national average income. At the 
opposite end of the spectrum, those who 
are born at the top are even more likely to 
stay there than they were in 1990. If you are 
a believer in Theresa May’s British Dream,1  
it would make sense to move to Denmark. 
This paper argues that social mobility as 
a policy agenda has failed, and will contin-
ue to fail, in multiple ways. Firstly, social 
mobility is hindered by the inequalities of 
income, wealth and opportunity that are 
endemic to UK society. Secondly, the UK’s 
education system is divisive, perpetuating 
these inequalities and denying many chil-
dren their right to a good quality education. 
Finally, the labour market of today is such 
that it does not facilitate career progres-
sion in the way that it once did.

After compiling reasons why the current 
social mobility is no longer fit for pur-
pose, this essay offers an alternative path 
forward. Such a path must focus on an 
anti-poverty and anti-inequality agenda, 
while recognising the importance of local 
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and national institutions in providing a life 
of dignity and quality - whether citizens ‘rise 
or not’. It is essential to move away from an 
individualised concept of social mobility to 
policies that deliver for whole communities.

Part 1: Why Is Social 
Mobility Unfit for the 
UK Today?
As social mobility has become an increas-
ingly popular topic, definitions of what ex-
actly constitutes it have become blurred. As 
Geoff Payne has argued, ‘political discourse 
has been built around mobility that are in-
accurate, inconsistent, misleading and at 
considerable distance from those used in 
mainstream mobility analysis.2 

Most mainstream analysis focuses on upward 
mobility at the expense of downward mobility. 
Any understanding of social mobility needs to 
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consider both of these trajectories. However, 
these brief conceptual issues aside, there are 
practical reasons why the idea of social mobil-
ity does not sit well in the UK context.

Social mobility and economic inequality 

The UK remains one of the most unequal 
countries in Western Europe and levels of ine-
quality are already high enough to be econom-
ically and socially corrosive.3 Theoretically, 
countries that have wider economic dispari-
ties display lower rates of mobility. In such a 
scenario, greater income inequality reinforces 
differences between generations and makes 
social mobility more difficult to achieve.

Multiple studies have confirmed this to be 
the case. The relationship between econom-
ic inequality and social mobility is repre-
sented by the so-called ‘Great Gatsby Curve’ 
which shows that ‘countries with greater 
inequality of incomes also tend to be coun-
tries in which a greater fraction of econom-
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ic advantage and disadvantage is passed on 
between parents and their children’.4  Since 
the 1990s, there has been an increase in the 
persistence of incomes at the top and bot-
tom of the distribution across Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries. Put simply, this means the 
rich are staying rich and the poor are staying 
poor.

Social mobility and education 

There is no doubting that the education sys-
tem plays a huge role in perpetuating so-
cial inequalities in the UK. Initial inequalities 
mean that children from low socioeconomic 
status families are roughly 11 months behind 
the development of their more affluent peers 
by the time they start school.5  Differences in 
the quality of schools also mean that ‘initially 
high-achieving poor child’ can expect to fall 
behind an ‘initially low-achieving rich child’ 
during their secondary education.6  Worrying-
ly, this inequality in access to high-performing 
school has worsened since 2010. One fifth of 



Beyond Mobility

   8

local areas in England now have no high-per-
forming school within a reasonable travelling 
distance.7 

At the other end of the spectrum, some mid-
dle and upper-class families are able to pay 
for an education that provides their children 
with unparalleled levels of economic, social 
and cultural capital. The disproportionate 
impact of private schooling in the UK can be 
seen in research conducted by London School 
of Economics (LSE), which found that alumni 
from the Clarendon Schools – the nine most 
prestigious private schools in the country – 
are 94 times more likely to go on to be part 
of the ‘British elite’ than those educated any-
where else in the country.8 

As Diane Reay, argues ‘not all children can be 
winners and the provision of an educational 
system that caters for winners also reinforc-
es and solidifies the position of losers’. Many 
of the current indicators used by the Social 
Mobility Commission – percentage of chil-
dren on free school means attending ‘good’ or 
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‘outstanding’ primary schools; percentage of 
children on free school meals at age 15 en-
tering higher education at age 19 – by defini-
tion exclude those at the top. It is a focus on 
upward mobility that foregoes the possibility, 
and deproblematises, the lack of downward 
mobility for the privileged and advantaged.

Social mobility and the labour market 

As the sociologist Basil Bernstein famous-
ly wrote, ‘education cannot compensate for 
society’. That is, while education can offset 
some of the disadvantages forced upon cer-
tain families and individuals, it cannot do it 
in isolation. Obviously, better educational 
outcomes (increased human capital) have 
a positive impact on earnings in the labour 
market. Although the huge increase in grad-
uates in non-graduate roles is somewhat di-
minishing the premium of higher education.9

  
Yet, labour market discrimination is evident 
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in the sizeable pay gaps along the lines of 
class, gender, race and disability. Even after 
controlling for all other variables, those cur-
rently in elite occupations whose parents were 
working class earn on average about £6,200 
less a year than colleagues whose parents 
were not working class.10 

Labour market outcomes across different 
ethnic minorities also vary wildly. When it 
comes to employment, rates for white and In-
dian men are more than 10 percentage points 
higher than they are for their Pakistani and 
Chinese counterparts. Female participation 
in the labour market is lower across all eth-
nicities, with Pakistani women (38.9%) and 
Bangladeshi women (32.3%) suffering from 
the lowest rates of employment.

Work conducted by the Equalities and Human 
Rights Commission has found significant pay 
gaps between ethnicities. Pakistani and Bang-
ladeshi men had particularly severe pay gaps. 
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This was especially true for those born outside 
of the UK. The picture for women was largely 
the same, with the important exception that it 
was only Pakistani and Bangladeshi women 
born outside of the UK who had a clear pay 
disadvantage.11

The truth is that the labour market has un-
dergone major structural change so that it no 
longer permits an easy path to the top. This can 
be seen in the polarisation of the labour mar-
ket. OECD research has shown that the share 
of ‘middle-skill’ jobs in the UK declined around 
10 percentage points from 1995 to 2015.12

A failure to provide decent quality jobs has 
meant that, for many, the labour market is 
no longer a path to prosperity. Research has 
shown that, of those who were in a low-paid 
job in 2006, only one in six had graduated to 
a higher-paid job a decade later.  Moving jobs 
represents one of the best ways to secure a pay 
rise in the labour market but recent evidence 
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suggests that workers, and in particular young 
graduates, are less willing to move than they 
were at the turn of the millennium.14

Part 2: Social Mobility 
Perpetuates Toxic 
Narratives
While the previous section outlined some of 
the tangible barriers to achieving social mo-
bility as popularly understood, the following 
will outline why the narrative of social mobil-
ity in itself is also problematic.

Individualises ‘success’

The current conception of social mobility tells 
people that the best outcome they can hope for 
is to escape their point of origin. It idolises those 
few people who have left what is often a work-
ing-class community and pathologises the ‘left 
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behind’ as shirkers or skivers. The structural 
conditions that deprive communities and force 
people to leave are completely absent from the 
current social mobility agenda.

This can be seen in the huge swathes of young 
people who adopt a ‘get to London’ attitude. 
In fact, it is only those aged 20–29 who are 
net migraters into London. Every other age 
group leaves London in greater numbers.15  
While London disproportionately benefits 
from both national and international invest-
ment, the North of England has been under-
funded to the tune of £59 billion over the past 
decade.16 The systemic neglect of communi-
ties in certain parts of the country has led to 
what some doctors call ‘shit-life syndrome’ 
- the outcome of economic decline, social 
stagnation and emotional despair.17

Furthermore, those who do leave communi-
ties can be caught between two worlds: The 
working-class community they left behind 
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and their new upwardly mobile trajectory. 
Those who opt to go to university can often 
feel, to use Bourdieu’s famous analogy, like a 
fish out of water – a sense of not belonging. 
Not only does social mobility fail at a collec-
tive level but ‘at the individual level it is also an 
inadequate solution, particularly for those of 
us whose social mobility was driven by a de-
sire ‘to put things right’ and ‘make things bet-
ter’ for the communities we came from and 
the people we left behind’.18

The Politics of Aspiration as Class Prejudice

Similarly, the focus on ‘aspiration’ is anoth-
er way in which responsibility for social and 
economic outcomes is passed from the state 
onto the individual. Eight years into an era of 
austerity in which primary schools continue to 
face real-terms cut, thousands of Sure Start 
centres have been closed; technical educa-
tion funding has plummeted and local govern-
ment budgets have been decimated; the poli-
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tics of aspiration tells people that the route to 
success is to get up a little earlier, work a little 
harder or dream a little bigger. 

Ofsted Chief Inspector, Amanda Spielman, in-
voked the politics of aspiration in comments 
made in June 2018. Many white working 
class people can ‘lack the aspiration and drive 
of migrant families’, she stated. Echoing com-
ments made by her predecessor19 and the for-
mer Education Secretary Justine Greening,20  
this language not only plays into a harmful, 
racially homogeneous view of working-class 
identity but ignores bodies of research that 
demonstrate white working-class students 
embracing a language of ‘middling’. This ap-
proach preserves a sense of identity and egal-
itarianism amongst fellow working-class stu-
dents in an education system geared towards 
middle class success and the creation of ‘en-
trepreneurs of the self’.
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Part 3: What Should 
Replace Social Mobility?
The current social mobility agenda is no longer 
fit for purpose. It promotes an individualised 
notion of success that legitimises the status 
quo and ignores growing social and econom-
ic disparities. Not only does it consign ‘left-be-
hind’ communities and individuals to economic 
decline and social suffering but it also perpet-
uates class prejudice and an unfounded belief 
in the meritocratic nature of UK society. In this 
respect, rather than ‘left-behind’, communities 
are being ‘held back’.

What is needed is a completely new, transform-
ative agenda and a new narrative of success. 
This cannot be achieved without an embold-
ened state that guides investment to effective 
use. Across the OECD, countries that have in-
vested more in public education unsurprisingly 
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have greater higher educational mobility. Sim-
ilarly, those that have devoted more resourc-
es to healthcare tend to have higher health 
mobility.21  An educated, healthy population is 
not only intrinsically valuable, allowing people 
to lead a life of dignity, but has instrumental 
purpose in that it provides the economy with 
a skilled workforce and foregoes government 
expenditure further down the line.

The following will outline some of the key 
changes that could be made to social mobility 
and the wider policy landscape.

Invest in Universal Basic Services

landscape As argued in Section 1, the most 
glaring flaw in the concept of social mobility is 
that it consigns held-back communities to the 
annals of economic history. The UK has the 
widest regional inequalities in Europe and this 
is further compounded by national and inter-
national investment that is disproportionately 
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London-centric. Transitioning towards a sys-
tem of universal basic services would serve to 
not only move us away from an individualised 
concept of social mobility but focus on the re-
generation of towns and communities.

Recent Joseph Rowntree Foundation research 
has shown that the cost of transport for those 
on a minimum household budget has doubled 
since 2008. The ‘oppressive’ housing costs in 
London and many other parts of the country 
are also contributing to an epidemic of stag-
nant living standards. A model for universal ba-
sic services that includes doubling the existing 
social housing stock and extending the free-
dom pass for all people on bus services would 
not only be extremely progressive but, by re-
ducing the personal allowance on income tax, 
could be done in a fiscally neutral way.22  

Coupling this approach with a state investment 
bank that has regional arms, would negate the 
need for many to ‘escape’ their community 
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of origin to find a better job or a more decent 
quality life. The universality of these approach-
es avoids the stigma of targeted interventions 
while also providing support across the life-
course so that instead of inequalities being 
reinforced over time, they are actively combat-
ted.

Relaunch the Social Mobility Commission as 
a Poverty and Inequality Commission

The current framing of social mobility does 
nothing to tackle endemic privilege and advan-
tage at the upper end of the income distribu-
tion. A basic understanding of mobility con-
stitutes notions of both upward mobility and 
downward mobility. The current political rheto-
ric, however, frames social mobility as a motor 
for transforming working class individuals into 
middle-class versions of themselves. 

Following in the footsteps of Scotland, we sug-
gest that the Social Mobility Commission is 
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relaunched as a Poverty and Inequality Com-
mission. The Scottish Commission has a 
mandate to scrutinise how government budg-
ets, policies and practices are influencing pov-
erty and inequality, hold ministers to account 
and incorporate the voice of people who have 
a lived experience of poverty in their process-
es.23

Such a transition would bring further pressure 
to enact the socioeconomic duty of the Equal-
ity Act 201024 which requires public bodies to 
exercise their functions in a way that reduces 
inequalities of outcome which result from so-
cioeconomic disadvantage. A similar duty has 
been implemented in Scotland25 and across at 
least 20 other European countries.26 Implement-
ing such duties could have avoided the punitive 
austerity measures enforced since 2010 as 
cumulative impact assessments have shown 
them hitting hardest those at the bottom end of 
the income distribution27 and other vulnerable 
groups.28
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Move Away from Citizens as Consumers to 
Citizens as Political Stakeholders

If recent political events have told us anything, 
it is that most UK citizens feel powerless to 
enact the change they want to see. A truly pro-
gressive political economy must move away 
from a view of citizens as consumers and to-
wards a view of citizens as political stakehold-
ers. Deciding what services and products to 
buy should constitute the bare bones of their 
role in a functioning democracy and economy. 
A role as a political stakeholder entails a voice 
in key decisions over local authority budgets 
and ownership of local industry and services 
among others.

The example of Preston and their work on 
‘community wealth building’ has shown how a 
network of co-operatives can plug gaps in ser-
vice provision, move away from the increas-
ingly parasitic provision of public services and 
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re-direct investment locally. Local authori-
ties, such as Newcastle, are acting as if the 
socioeconomic duty under the Equality Act 
2010 had been implemented. This approach 
means that all budget proposals in Newcas-
tle are assessed using an integrated impact 
assessment that informs the potential impact 
of budget cuts on ‘people vulnerable to soci-
oeconomic disadvantage’. Importantly, this 
process incorporates the voices of people and 
communities that are going to be affected.29 

Emboldening traditional trade unions in the 
world of work is an important step to ensuring 
the labour market promotes fairer outcomes. 
However, imbalances of power are present in 
almost all key institutions – the labour market, 
the welfare system and the housing system 
to name a few. New unions such as ACORN 
which organises for better community servic-
es and the Renters Union which works for bet-
ter conditions for those in the private rent sec-
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tor are important not only for promoting better 
outcomes but for empowering their members.

Legislate for Reporting of Outcomes across 
Equality Groups

Our current reading of social mobility also 
glosses over the prejudices that exist across 
the intersections of gender, class, race and 
disability. As highlighted in Section 1, these 
equality groups suffer significant pay gaps 
that are not entirely attributable to educational 
outcomes or occupational uptake. There has 
also been very little progress in narrowing eth-
nic pay gaps over the period from 1993–2014.

Therefore, as with the gender pay gap, specif-
ic reporting of wages across these equality 
groups30 is an important step in highlighting 
deep-seated prejudices. Diverse recruitment 
panels, name-blind CVs and positive action 
schemes have all been touted as potential 
methods to ameliorate these pay gaps. On top 
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of mandatory reporting, companies that have 
persistent gaps over time should be fined for 
inaction.

A New Narrative of Success

Finally, what is needed most of all is a new 
narrative of success. Currently it is difficult to 
discuss mobility and success in terms other 
than the quantity and quality of our labour. 
Those who ‘work hard’ and ‘climb the ladder’ 
are deemed to be the worthiest citizens, em-
bracing an apparently meritocratic labour mar-
ket and society. Those who do not are stigma-
tised as shirkers and responsibilised for their 
own failure.
The end goal of public policy should be to cre-
ate communities and a wider society that fos-
ters wellbeing; that allows people to lead a life 
of dignity and respect regardless of whether 
they ‘rise or not’. This necessitates a focus on 
lifting those out of poverty but simultaneously 
‘looking up’, dismantling pockets of privilege 
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and embedded advantage that undermine any 
notion of equality of opportunity.
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It is fair to say that the current social mobility 
agenda has failed. The Social Mobility Commis-
sion’s exclusive focus on those at the bottom 
end of the income distribution is not only rooted 
in a misunderstanding of mobility but perpetu-
ates a narrative that those who are at bottom 
only need to work a little harder to get to the top.

The litmus test for British society should not 
be whether or not a few children on free school 
meals gain access to Oxbridge or other elite in-
stitutions. These stories of success help to le-
gitimise gaping
socioeconomic inequalities and offer nothing 
to the communities and individuals who do not 
rise to the top.
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As such, the focus must be on ensuring that 
whole communities benefit from public policy. 
To start, the Social Mobility Commission should 
have a renewed focus on an anti-poverty and an-
ti-inequality agenda. This would have the added 
benefit of institutionalising the socioeconomic 
duty. Yet the commission alone cannot speak 
to the wider imbalances of power in society. Cit-
izens must have genuine voice in decision-mak-
ing processes and the institutions that affect 
their lives. This can take the form of reinvigor-
ated unions, co-operative forms of governance 
and ownership and transparent and accessible 
mechanisms of local government.

Ultimately, this will accompany a new narrative 
of success. The quality, quantity or location 
of your labour need no longer be heralded as 
a marker of your success in the 21st century 
United Kingdom. Ensuring a decent quality of 
life for those who rise and those who do not 
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does not necessitate a focus on social mobili-
ty. Instead, a new universalism should take cen-
tre stage of the policy agenda, moving us away 
from a politics of aspiration that pathologises 
the working class, stigmatises the ‘shirkers’ and 
legitimises systemic privilege and advantage.
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riage and civil partnership,
pregnancy and maternity, race, reli-
gion, sex and sexual orientation
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