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Setting the scene 
 

 

Evidence presented by a series of speakers from Professor Stephen Machin of the LSE to Ben Page, of 
Ipsos MORI, at the Sutton Trust’s Social Mobility Summit painted a stark picture of mobility in the UK 
today. The summit took place on 12 July 2017 in London. 

The upward mobility experienced in the UK from the 1940s to the mid-1980s, based on broad based 
economic growth, structural change and investment and the emergence of managerial and professional 
sectors, is over. From a tipping point in the mid-1980s, social class mobility has plateaued. Income 
mobility, in absolute and relative terms, is declining. The growth in professional and managerial 
opportunities has slowed and regional disparities have grown across the UK, compounded by the 
financial crisis of 2007/8 and the more recent political and economic uncertainty. 

Young people’s mobility prospects are now less favourable than those of their parents or grandparents. 
Falling wages, insecure gig employment, and the spectre of automation and robotics on the horizon all 
mean future prospects look bleak. The Sutton Trust’s Ipsos Mori poll suggests that public perceptions 
are changing from a view of the UK as a country where merit and ambition counts to one where 
“knowing the right people” is the trump card. 

As well as the cost to the individual and the potential cost to society of low social mobility, new 
research by Oxera quantifies the economic costs. Its study shows strong correlations across Europe 
between mobile societies and increased productivity. If the UK could bring its mobility rates up to the 
European average, the UK would be better off by around 2 per cent of GDP – around £39 billion. 

In her speech to the conference, Justine Greening, the education secretary, made it clear that social 
mobility had become a core mission of the Department. Her language was uncompromising: “In my 
view,” she said, “Britain faces a social mobility emergency”. 

 

Professor Becky Francis discusses ‘what next for social mobility’ with Emran Mian, Sir Michael Wilkins, 
and Naomi Eisenstadt, led by Chair Baroness Claire Tyler of Enfield 
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Ten policy ideas 

 

A number of policy ideas and suggestions came up through discussions on the day. Ten of these are 
summarised below: 

1. High value job creation through supporting innovation and entrepreneurship. It is important 
that we seize opportunities that can come with technological change - qualifications with 
specific technical knowledge, such as IT risk architects or enterprise IT business specialists 
are in high demand and are less differentiated by background than traditional “elite” degrees. 

2. STEM jobs are expected to increase, with the UK facing a considerable shortfall in supply. 
Encouraging high STEM achievement in students from poorer backgrounds could help foster 
social mobility.  

3. Essential life skills, such as aspiration, confidence, resilience, articulacy, teamwork, will play a 
bigger part in an increasingly competitive job market. State schools need to focus on these 
“softer” skills as much as, if not more, than the independent sector, to ensure children from 
poorer backgrounds are not disadvantaged even more. 

4. Early interventions to ameliorate the education attainment gap that is apparent by age five, 
including a national definition of school readiness and an innovation fund to support effective 
local parenting initiatives. 

5. Better quality teaching in disadvantaged schools. Incentives to attract the best teachers and 
support to retain them, including strengthening qualified teacher status (QTS) and better 
support in the probation period. 

6. Promotion of the apprenticeship and vocational tracks, including the new T-levels, to ensure 
the supply of skills meet the demands in the labour market. Focus on higher and advanced 
apprenticeships, along with automatic progression. T-levels should be properly funded, and 
young people given good advice to ensure informed choices. 

7. Links between schools and business need to be strengthened. Pupils should be introduced to 
the world of work and industry much earlier. It should be incumbent on the senior leadership 
team, including the head teacher, to understand and utilise the local labour market for the 
benefit of pupils. 

8. Head teachers should act as “longitudinal advocates” for pupils from disadvantaged 
background to try to engender the “cultural capital” that middle class families provide for their 
children. As part of this, Pupil Premium or other funding could be used to buy in private tutors 
for disadvantaged pupils. 

9. Government policy should support greater geographic distribution of opportunity, including 
incentives for companies to establish outside London and the south east. Big public projects, 
such the High Speed 3 rail link should be prioritised over investment in the south east. 

10. Government should give tax relief to companies which invest in human capital and fund 
upskilling and education, in the same way that business receives financial incentives for 
investment in physical capital. 
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Overview of morning sessions 
 

 

KEY POINTS 

• The work of the Sutton Trust has put social mobility on the map, particularly through its report 
by Professor Stephen Machin, from the London School of Economics (LSE), published in 
2005. 

• Social mobility in the UK has declined and, together with the US, Britain has the lowest level 
of social mobility for advanced countries. 

• Able young people from low and moderate income backgrounds are falling behind at school 
and missing out on good universities and jobs so there is a need to focus on the “highly able”. 

• High level apprenticeships are a key policy and will be the focus of Sutton Trust’s attention 
going forward, as will the development of essential life skills in young people. 

• Social mobility is an issue of “profound urgency” for the UK, says Justine Greening, the 
education secretary. 

• The government’s Opportunity Areas policy, where schools, colleges, local authorities, 
universities and businesses work together to build capacity and improve outcomes for children, 
is aimed at kick starting so called “cold spots” of social mobility. 

• Ipsos Mori’s monthly poll has registered the highest level of pessimism about quality of 
education in the UK that it has ever recorded. Increased pessimism about the prospects of the 
young is a leitmotif currently. 

• Cultivating individual capabilities is essential if the decline in social mobility is to be halted. 
This will depend on teaching quality, including essential life skills as part of the portfolio of 
students and improving vocational routes. Increasing the study of STEM subjects is an 
imperative going forward. 

• Social mobility has a positive relationship to productivity. Identifying and attracting young 
people with the highest potential is critical to all businesses in the UK. Drawing on the largest 
possible pool of talent ensures the diverse, skilled workforce that the UK will need over the 
next decade to ensure it is more outward focused and export led. 

 

Ian Walsh, Managing Director of BCG, presents new research on the drivers of social mobility and 
future trends 
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Opening remarks 
 

 

Sir Peter Lampl, Chairman of the Sutton Trust and of the Education Endowment Foundation 

Sir Peter illustrated the distance travelled by the Sutton Trust in the last 20 years when he commented 
that: “If you talked about social mobility in the House of Commons, they would have thought you were 
talking about rural bus services for the elderly”. 

The depressing findings of the seminal social mobility report by Professor Machin, published in 2005, 
had an enormous impact, so much so that social mobility is now “arguably the biggest social issue of 
our time”. 

Sir Peter outlined some of the areas that the Trust was keen to see advanced. These included the 
prospect of a government funded “highly able” programme for all able young people from low and 
moderate income backgrounds and opening access to independent schools, building on a trial at a 
leading school in Liverpool. 

High level apprenticeships are also on the Trust’s agenda. Sir Peter highlighted figures showing that as 
there are only 30,000 high level apprenticeships, and only 10,000 for young people, going to 
university and getting into debt was the only real option for teenagers. This contrasts with the situation 
in Switzerland and Germany, where apprenticeships are the equivalent of a degree in qualification and 
status terms. 

Essential life skills, such as confidence, articulacy and social skills are crucial to success, Sir Peter 
said. After six recent visits to schools, three state and three independent, to look at how these skills are 
developed, Sir Peter characterised the difference as “like night and day”. 

 

 

Sir Peter Lampl, Founder and Chairman of the Sutton Trust, opens the summit 
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Keynote address 
 

 

Justine Greening, Secretary of State for Education 

Justine Greening began by expressing her thanks to the Sutton Trust for its work over the last 20 years.  

Social mobility 

The secretary of state referenced a speech on skills and technical education she had made a week 
earlier outlining plans for a “skills revolution”. 

Underpinning that plan is her belief in the transformational power of social mobility, she said. 

Justine Greening acknowledged that despite all the programmes on educational standards, in some 
respects “we have seen ourselves go backwards”. 

“In my view, Britain faces a social mobility emergency,” she warned. 

Justine Greening described the problem as “complex and long-term” but said that research, such as 
the Sutton Trust’s educational background of UK leaders study, and initiatives such as its summer 
schools and the Pathway programme, have shown the way forward.  

She also mentioned the Trust’s sister charity, the Education Endowment Foundation, which identifies 
what works in education to improve outcomes for the most disadvantaged pupils. 

 

 

Rt Hon Justine Greening MP, Secretary of State for Education, delivers the keynote address 
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The plan  

She revealed that she had made social mobility the Department for Education’s “guiding mission”.  

“We are shifting our culture to become mission-driven on social mobility like never before,” she said. 

At the heart of the approach is a concentration on region and place; the “coldspots” of social mobility 
where children are at a disadvantage to those growing up elsewhere. 

This entrenched disadvantage is reinforced by a generational cycle, characterised by poor exam results, 
low skills, poor teaching and few employment opportunities. 

“Without the capacity to improve, schools don’t get better and the next generation growing up there get 
trapped too,” she said. 

But virtuous circles can be created. The secretary of state pointed to the success story of London, 
where educational outcomes have significantly improved in recent years, and more recently Bristol, 
where the signs are that things are changing after a decade of underachievement. 

Now other places will be “lifted up” with more targeted support, and a concerted effort across 
education, businesses and communities. The approach will take account of the fact that “challenges in 
Scarborough are not the same as challenges in Norfolk”. 

Justine Greening said the focus would be local authority districts that were in the bottom third of the 
country, containing half of the schools in England which are rated requires improvement or inadequate. 

Building capacity and improving the performance of young people in these areas will be the main aim 
of the Department, Multi-Academy Trusts, Teaching School alliances, the national leaders of 
education, Local Authorities, Regional Schools Commissioners and Ofsted. 

Initiatives to target and support “up lift” in those areas include:  

• Improving great teaching in schools. A £75 million Teaching and Leadership Innovation Fund, 
announced earlier this year, will invest in high-quality professional development for teachers 
and leaders working in these challenging areas. 

• The first funding round of £20 million has been awarded and it will go to programmes helping 
to make a change on the ground from September this year. 

• £10 million of this fund will allow teachers and leaders to take part in the newly reformed, 
gold standard National Professional Qualifications. 

• Strengthening qualified teacher status (QTS) to ensure that rather than being hit by a vertical 
learning curve, teachers learn from early experiences and learn because of them. This is seen 
as the key to tackling teacher retention. Universities will be asked to look at what part they can 
play in the early years of a teacher’s job to “turbo charge” their career. 

• A move away from a perception of a reliance on a purely punitive intervention approach and 
towards a culture of having the right support, in the right places, at the right time. 

• In 12 Opportunity Areas, schools will test what works best on the ground and spread best 
practice to other schools. The Education Endowment Foundation will establish a Research 
School for each area. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/teaching-and-leadership-innovation-fund


8 
 

• Sir Kevan Collins, who heads up the EEF, has been appointed the Evidence Champion across 
Opportunity Areas. 

• Encourage businesses to join the likes of Rolls Royce and PWC in becoming ‘cornerstone 
companies’ in Opportunity Areas, making links with schools and showing young people the 
careers they can aspire to and giving them opportunities to experience the world of work. 

• Reform of technical education - T-Levels aimed at putting technical education on a par with 
our academic routes - and introduction of high quality apprenticeships. 

• The launch in autumn of a Careers Strategy which will have a clear focus on driving social 
mobility. 

The education secretary concluded: “I believe we absolutely need to fix social mobility and make sure 
this is a country where there are no barriers to anybody becoming the best that they can be.” 

Questions 

Tuition fees 

When asked about the possible effect of tuition fees on social mobility, Justine Greening insisted that 
fees had led to the lifting of the numbers cap which had enabled more disadvantaged students to get 
to university. She called for the opposition Labour Party to “come clean” about the consequences of its 
no-fees policy and described the pledge to write off student debt as a “false promise”. 

Punitive regime 

In response to a question asking what a less “punitive regime” would look like, she said that floor 
targets would be maintained but that a more “constructive response” would develop a common plan 
that is “owned” by the schools and invested in. 

Further Education 

The secretary of state also reiterated that FE is a one of the major tools to shift the dial on social 
mobility – particularly with the introduction of T-levels – and that colleges were particularly important 
for fusing business and education.  
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What the polls say 
 

 

Ben Page, chief executive, Ipsos MORI 

Ben Page presented the findings of the Sutton Trust commissioned poll seeking perceptions of the 
state of social mobility. The poll followed a similar exercise conducted by the Trust almost 10 years 
ago. Along with findings from the Ipsos MORI monthly poll - which asks the public what they think are 
the biggest problems facing Britain - and global research by the company, it allows an examination of 
public perceptions of mobility, equality and fairness over time.  

Despite stagnation in real wages, anxiety about the economy is much lower than it has been for a very 
long time. Concern about unemployment is relatively low.  

The monthly polls show that from 2010, with post-crash austerity and cuts to public services, there is 
a much greater anxiety about inequality and poverty. The score in 2016 on this was the highest ever 
measured. 

 

 

Ben Page, Chief Executive of Ipsos Mori, presents new polling commissioned by the Sutton Trust 

 

They also show the highest spontaneous anxiety about education in a decade. Although still much 
lower than at 1997 election, there has been a gradual rise from 2009/10. Education was the fourth 
most important issue in the most recent monthly poll in June, after terror, and NHS and Brexit at the 
top. Education rated ahead of immigration and housing. 

On the question of whether things will get better or worse, Ben Page said the British were generally 
pessimistic, along with a lot of Western Europe. On the NHS, the UK public is currently the most 
pessimistic out of 23 countries about health care (Ipsos MORI annual global trend studies), although 
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actual satisfaction is only drifting down slightly. Increasing pessimism about the young is a real 
leitmotif, according to Ben Page.  

Global data on the future of young people show that across the world, there were only about five 
countries, China, Indonesia, India, Brazil, and Peru where the majority of people thought that young 
people will have a better life.  

Looking at some of the undercurrents in the global reports, he said they were crystallising around a 
“crisis of the elites” where people will elect somebody like Donald Trump, not because he is honest or 
they believe he is competent, but “because they are so fed up”.  

At the end of that long period of growth at the end of the 20th century, the polls show that people are 
dissatisfied. Stagnation, scandal, distrust of the elites, continuing decline of deference and 
globalisation all play a part, he said. Before the crash, the majority of people in the UK agreed that 
there were equal opportunities to get ahead, a good measure of their belief in the possibility of social 
mobility. By June 2016, 46 per cent disagreed, now the figure is four out of ten. The most pessimistic 
on this are C2s – the people who voted for Brexit, who are squeezed from above and below.  

Before the crash only one in eight thought that young people would have a worse life than their 
parents. That rose to one in three people in 2011, and now it is 46 per cent.  

When asked what makes a difference to your prospects of success, ambition has been the top answer 
since the 1920s but now there are many more people saying “knowing the right people” matters – 33 
per cent cited it as important in 2009, in 2017 the figure had risen to 54 per cent. A similar shift is 
seen on “coming from a wealthy family” – which as listed as important by 14 per cent in 2009 but is 
now at 26 per cent. 

“There is a clear shift in views on living in a meritocracy. Are we are risk of heading backwards?” he 
asked. 

In response to what would make the most difference, almost half of the 2,000 adults in the Sutton 
Trust poll chose “high quality teaching in comprehensives” as a potential solution to the social 
mobility problem. Second, and particularly popular among the young, was lower tuition fees. Access to 
grammar schools was rated relatively low, the data shows.  

 

  



11 
 

New research 
 

 

Chaired by Conor Ryan 

Ian Walsh, managing director, BCG  

Ian Walsh presented work by BCG which looked at where social mobility is today in the UK and what 
its prospects are going forward.  

He said income mobility- the degree to which as an adult child, your income is lower or higher than 
that of your parents - had declined. At the same time, class mobility -a ranking of occupations based 
on prestige, income and education level - had plateaued, resulting in the “social mobility emergency”, 
referred to by Justine Greening. 

Educational mobility 

There have been improvements in educational mobility, he said, with positive moves in London, and 
the closing of the gap between the top 20 per cent and bottom 20 per cent.  

However, this good progress on educational mobility has not necessarily flowed through to income 
mobility. While there are positive trends in access to education and employment, they have not been as 
broad based as they could have been and have not reached down to the very poorest Free School Meal 
(FSM) cohort. 

Employment 

Ian Walsh pointed to a study which looked at the tax records of people in employment, who had gone 
to the same university and studied same subject. There was still a noticeable difference in earnings of 
those from high income backgrounds and low income background of about 10 per cent. 

“Essentially, the better off classes are able to erect a glass floor below which their income will not fall 
brought about by the home environment, the additional support their family can give in terms of private 
tuition and positive reinforcement through peer groups and networks,” he said. 

Trends going forward 

The BCG report looked at the issue of automation, quoting Bank of England estimates that there are 
15 million jobs in the UK that will be wholly or partly effected by automation. Ian Walsh said this 
presented both a threat and an opportunity for social mobility. 

Roles like paralegals and paraprofessionals will be affected by the emergence of cloud-based 
accounting, smart contracts and other types of technologies, he said. Roles like sales assistant and 
customer services – which account for 2.3 million jobs in the UK  - will be impacted by voice and 
image recognition, natural language processing, and the ability to service customers though interactive 
voice recognition systems rather than human voice. 

The emergence of robotics will affect manual tasks and repeatable processing tasks. He pointed out 
that a number of UK banks are already identifying processes that are highly repetitive and high volume 
and developing algorithms to replicate tasks performed by humans. 

In this world, there will be an increased demand for foundational skills, STEM skills and essential life 
skills that allow individuals to operate in more ambiguous environments.  

Ian Walsh quoted Institute of Engineers’ research showing that the half-life for engineering skills in the 
1960s was 35 years, whereas now it is five years.  

This could provide opportunities for social mobility, he said. If skills are turning over every five years, 
there are more chances for those from less privileged backgrounds to access the industries.If digital 
technologies are transforming ways in which markets and industries are developing, there are 
opportunities for young people from non-traditional backgrounds to be “disruptive superstars”. 
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Recommendations  

Much depends on economic growth, high value job creation and geographical dispersed job creation. 

According to Ian Walsh, we need to cultivate individual capabilities. This means that teaching quality 
has to be higher, essential life skills need to be part of portfolio of students and vocational routes need 
to improve. An increase in the study of STEM subjects, to fill a skills gap of about 40,000 a year in 
those studying STEM, is an increased imperative going forward. 

To equalise fairness of access to education and employment, a common set of metrics around access 
should be developed and there should be further strengthening of internships, apprenticeships 
schemes and dynamic lifelong learning. 

Helen Jenkins, managing partner, Oxera  

Helen Jenkins outlined the findings of the Sutton Trust-commissioned report, How social mobility 
boosts the economy. 

Social mobility is generally perceived as intrinsically a good thing, its capacity to boost economic 
productivity and outputs is less well understood, said Helen Jenkins. In addition, there are benefits 
such as decreasing inequality through increasing workforce participation, eg women in to the 
workforce, and increased social cohesion, reducing the “them and us” mentality. 

 

  

Helen Jenkins, Managing Partner of Oxera, presents new research highlighting the economic benefits of 
social mobility 

 

The Oxera research looks at how in more mobile societies, it is more likely that a job will be filled by 
someone with the highest potential to perform well in that job, rather than someone who may be less 
well suited but is better connected. This “better matching” is the element the study focuses on for its 
quantification.  
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The research suggests that if the UK could improve mobility, raising its performance to the Western 
European average, it could result in long run in the UK being better off by around 2 per cent of GDP – 
around £39 billion. 

In terms of social mobility - whether or not your outcomes as an adult child are linked to the outcomes 
of your parents - the UK lags behind other European countries in the recent past. The UK is towards 
the lower end of the ranking using data from about ten years ago. 

Helen Jenkins acknowledged the challenge of finding big data sets of up to date, longitudinal figures 
and of identifying the effects between social mobility and economic outcomes particularly in cross 
country comparisons. But even with this caveat, there were strong indications that social mobility is 
driving enhanced productivity. 

The study found significant correlations across countries with high social mobility and productivity 
benefits, controlling for a number of factors such as research and development levels. Even when 
looking at clusters within Europe of very different economies, the correlation was still observed. 

Using International Labour Office data on overskilling and underskilling, there was a significant 
relationship between social mobility and improved matching of people to their jobs.  

Earlier research from elsewhere shows a 10 per cent improvement in job matching led to a 0.8 per 
cent improvement in productivity. These estimates were used by Oxera to show how much benefit there 
would be to the UK of increased social mobility.  

Helen Jenkins concluded: “Identifying and attracting young people with the highest potential is critical 
to all businesses in the UK. Drawing on the largest possible pool of talent ensures a diverse, skilled 
workforce that is able to operate efficiently. This is increasingly important for the UK over the next 
decade in terms of being more outward focused and export led.” 
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Overview of afternoon sessions  

 

 

KEY POINTS 

• Income/earnings mobility falls over time as the earnings of the 1970 birth cohort are more 
strongly related to the income of their parents. Social class mobility did not change. 

• Academic contributors said that education (“the great leveller”) has acted to reinforce already 
existent inequalities – it has increased inequality and caused social mobility to fall, and not 
the opposite. 

• Is expecting education to solve the problem of relative social mobility asking too much? 
Education has proved to be a driver of social mobility in the case for women and it is an 
essential component to access to high status jobs.  

• Whatever changes are made in the field of education, parents with greater resources will seek 
to maintain their children’s competitive edge within the system. 

• Much can be learnt from Finland, which introduced comprehensive education, despite vested 
interests, alongside a raft of measures to improve equality generally (although it was noted 
Finland is a small, homogenous country compared to the UK, making comparisons difficult). 

• The UK’s period of high social mobility corresponded with expansion of “room at the top”. 
Labour market and industrial policies, fiscal and welfare policies, even adult education 
policies are likely to be more effective drivers of social mobility than school-level education. 

• Differentials start in the early years but the UK has refused to invest in high quality early years 
education despite good evidence as to what works. 

• Academies have the means to improve. Taking control of the curriculum allows schools to 
generate a surplus which can pay for interventions, such as private tuition. 

• Head teachers should act as “advocates” for pupils from poorer backgrounds, providing 
exposure to the cultural capital that parents in middle class families ensure their children get. 

• There needs to be real investment in further education and expansion of high quality 
apprenticeships. 

 

Professor Stephen Machin discusses 'social mobility over time' with Professors Anna Vignoles, John 
Goldthorpe and Selina Todd, led by Chair Dr Lee Elliot Major 
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Panel: Social mobility over time 
 

 

Chair: Dr Lee Elliot Major, chief executive of the Sutton Trust 

Professor Stephen Machin, LSE 

Professor John Goldthorpe, University of Oxford 

Professor Selina Todd, University of Oxford 

Professor Anna Vignoles, University of Cambridge 

 

Professor Stephen Machin, LSE 

Touching on the findings of the 2005 Sutton Trust report, Prof Machin outlined the falls in 
income/earnings mobility over time as the earnings of the 1970 birth cohort are more strongly related 
to the income of their parents.  

“Big” social class mobility did not change, although there is new evidence to suggest that in-class 
mobility is falling and that the super-elite has become more “sticky” at the top (less likely than 
previously to slip down).  

In the past in the UK there has been less worry about this, because of rising real wages, but recent 
trends of real wage stagnation generate cause for concern.  

Newer evidence also shows in home ownership a strengthening of the relationship between parents’ 
ownership and adult children’s home ownership.  

Prof Machin warned that a “massive warning sign as to why these recent trends matter” comes from 
the US where median real wages have not grown for the last three decades 

Education (“the great leveller”) has “completely failed”, according to the professor. It has acted to 
reinforce already existent inequalities – it has been dis-equalising and caused social mobility to fall, 
and not the opposite. 

He argued that the balance in policy debates has been much too skewed to education, rather than the 
labour market, and specifically towards elite education. 

Prospects for the future are bleak, said the professor. Literacy and numeracy levels for 16 to 24 year 
olds are no better than those of older people, an education ‘arms race’ means as more people get to 
university, those from richer families have increasingly gone on to postgraduate level, insecure work 
arrangements and jobs with lack of career development have risen. 

Prof Machin said the drivers of social mobility have to be the focus of the policy debate, and we need 
better models of how these drivers work. He suggested a real emphasis on vocational education and 
apprenticeships could help. 

Professor Anna Vignoles, University of Cambridge 

Prof Vignoles pointed out that education has been shown to be a driver of social mobility in the case of 
women and it is an essential component to access to high status jobs.  

The differential in outcomes starts very early on, so students from poor backgrounds are failing to get 
the qualifications that would give them access to HE.  

One of the reasons that education has not improved social mobility, and may have worsened it, is that 
the wealthier have ways of getting around interventions to make sure that their children remain on the 
top route, according to the professor. We should not underestimate the fightback of richer parents 
protecting these routes, she warned. 
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Professor Vignoles also suggested that the answer may lie in technical skills and investment in human 
capital and skills.  

Professor John Goldthorpe, University of Cambridge. 

Prof Goldthorpe said that while there is not enough evidence to say class mobility has declined, young 
people today have less favourable mobility prospects than their parents and grandparents. 

He asked whether the UK could get back to the “golden age” of social mobility of the 1950 to the 
1970s and suggested that to do so, the country needed an expansion of high status jobs/upgrading of 
occupational structures so mobility was not a zero-sum game. The professor argued that economic, 
welfare and fiscal policies become central and are the most promising way ahead. 

Professor Selina Todd, University of Oxford 

Prof Todd pointed out that social mobility in past decades was based on expansion of “room at the 
top”, while vested interests remained in situ. The question now, according to the professor, is can we 
expand at the top or do we try and open up the existing top? 

Education brings real benefits, she said, highlighting that in the late 60s and 70s, further education 
directly benefitted women and in the 90s more working-class kids got to higher education. But this 
does not necessarily lead to social mobility over time.  

She also raised the question of whether people actually want social mobility, outlining that her 
evidence suggests that what people at the bottom want is security.  

In terms of quick wins, one thing she suggested could be done to improve equality was to end the 
lobbying power of the Russell Group so that government listened to all universities equally. 

 

Questions 

Expansion of higher education 

The panel was asked why the expansion of student numbers had not improved student mobility. 

Prof Goldthrope said that as tertiary education expands, it becomes increasingly stratified. Children 
from more advantaged backgrounds disproportionally go to elite institutions, so inequalities stay the 
same.  

If you look at all British universities as one block, there is some evidence that the association between 
going to university and a child’s background has weakened, he said. But if you stratify that sector, into 
Russell group and modern universities for instance, you find that the inequalities have scarcely 
changed at all.  

“Whatever you do in the field of education, parents with greater resources will seek to maintain their 
children’s competitive edge within the system,” he added. 

Prof Goldthorpe said that in a liberal democracy, with built in vested interests, is was difficult to think 
of the answers.  

Dr Lee Elliot Major, Sutton Trust chief executive, suggested that randomisation of university 
admissions could be one solution. He proposed a system where pupils must reach a threshold for 
university and over and above that, they are randomly assigned. Prof Goldthorpe supported the idea 
and said he had once suggested it for Oxford and had received “all the flack from Oxbridge”. 

Prof Todd said that the focus for change needed to look at the top not the bottom. “It is about thinking 
more about equality and fairness rather than letting an arbitrary few get on,” she said. 

She pointed out that education can be a driver for change, citing the historical example of middle class 
women. Adult education had also been a major driver for working class advancement, she said.  
However, the professor warned that adult education had been “decimated” and that the UK education 
system had become less and less flexible, making it very hard to go back in at later stages in life. “We 
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need to reinvent that,” she said: “And Labour’s offer of a National Education Service is a really good 
starting point.” 

Prof Vignoles questioned the ambition of achieving relative social mobility through education, but said 
education can play a major role in creating the right conditions. 

She pointed out that our most successful period of social mobility came when we created more room at 
the top, therefore expanding good jobs was what would improve absolute social mobility in the long 
run. 

 Improving the education experience of those of the bottom of the economic scale, so that it felt more 
like the experience of those at the top, would also help.  

Education has not been a major driver of relative economic social mobility, she said, but that doesn’t 
mean we should not invest in it. 

Lessons from Europe 

In a question relating to evidence from the rest of Europe, Prof Machin pointed to Finland, where 
education has been very important in equalising society. Typically, children go to their local schools 
and there is no house price premium near certain schools, he said. Although he also acknowledged 
that it is a small country and it is hard to generalise. 

Prof Machin suggested that in the UK redistributive policies for adults, such as tax credits, could be 
more useful, or improving conditions for employers in certain areas. 

“They seem more feasible than the massive shifts that would need to take place in education policy,” 
he said. 

The Pupil Premium 

The panel was asked if the pupil premium had any effect on social mobility. 

Prof Machin said there was not enough evidence to say whether it had been effective or not. 

Prof Vignoles pointed out that education funding was already redistributive through the funding 
formula and that if it was going to solve relative social mobility problems, it would have already had an 
effect.  

Prof Todd said that while the pupil premium was a good policy, it was set alongside massive tax 
rebates for private schools and “disgraceful underinvestment” in state schools. She also commented 
on Finland, saying the UK had a huge amount to learn from the way the country was prepared to “take 
on vested interests”, taking the bull by the horns and saying “we are not willing to put up with a 
private sector in education”. 

She went on to say that universities should have social as well as academic objectives and understand 
that taking on children from comprehensives was not a risk. She cited the situation with history at St 
Hilda’s College, Oxford, where students, many of whom are from comprehensives and have widening 
participation flags, got the best results out of all the Oxford colleges. 

Prof Goldthorpe questioned the influence of “school effect” on the variants of children’s performance. 
The evidence suggests that only about 10 per cent of the variant in children’s performance could be 
put down to features of the school itself, the large part of the remainder related to the characteristics 
of the children, including their background.  

He said education was being asked to deliver what it could not in itself deliver, in the social context in 
which it has to operate. 

“To ask education to try and compensate for some of the massive forms of inequality that exist in our 
society today I think is to impose a quite undue and improper burden on education,” he concluded. 
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Panel: What next for social mobility 
 

 

Chair: Baroness Claire Tyler, Co-chair, All-party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Social Mobility 

Naomi Eisenstadt – deputy chair of the Scottish Government’s Commission for Equality 

Professor Becky Francis – Director, UCL Institute of Education 

Emran Mian – Director of Strategy and Social Mobility, Department for Education 

Sir Michael Wilkins – founding chief executive, Outwood Grange Academies Trust 

 

Baroness Clare Tyler 

As a backdrop to the social mobility debate, Baroness Tyler described a country where differentiation 
starts in early years; where access to a good primary and secondary school is less likely in deprived 
areas than wealthier ones; and where those from higher income families are earning about 10 per cent 
more than peers from poorer backgrounds who studied the same course at the same university. 

She said the decline in social mobility was having a noticeable impact on young people’s perceptions 
of fairness and their perception of what sort of stake they have in society. 

“There is a lot of concern about people’s prospects and where they will end up,” she said. “Young 
people are less accepting and quite rightly so, of these levels of inequality. “ 

Baroness Tyler referred to a recent report by the APPG which highlighted growing social, income and 
wealth and generational divides. The expectation that each generation will at least match the level of 
the previous one that, for the first time, is no longer the case, she said. 

The overall message from the commission’s report was that the UK needed a much more strategic 
joined up approach to social mobility and the impact of social mobility when policy is being made. 

When the commission looked at gaining access to the leading professions, it found real gaps in 
academic attainment, extracurricular provision and aspirations. Half of state schools in England have 
not had a single person that has applied for medical school. There is a huge role for schools, 
universities and employers to challenge assumptions and raise aspirations, she said. 

Professor Becky Francis, Director of Institute of Education UCL 

Prof Francis acknowledged that education does not stand alone in realising its duties to social mobility 
and equality but said that for her, the key area for policy change, based on the evidence, would be to 
find ways to support and incentivise quality teaching in areas of social disadvantage and struggling 
schools. 

She pointed out that within educational provision, teaching quality has the biggest outcomes and that 
is particularly true for children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds. Much of the socioeconomic 
gap in HE participation, certainly in the case of FSM, is because of the lack of sufficiently good 
GCSEs. Once prior attainment at GCSE is stripped out, thegap in access is actually very small. This 
means that outcomes from the mainstream education system are “absolutely key”.  

She said that although we know quite a lot about what does not work to attract teachers to 
disadvantaged areas, we know much less about what does and more research is needed. 

Prof Francis said priority should be given to targeting the early years and primary education. Birth 
cohort studies from 1970s have shown that most of the link between social origins at birth and social 
class in midlife is accounted for by cognitive scores by the age of 10, although subsequent educational 
attainment still matters. 
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Other policy priorities include the need to address workload pressure, improve teacher rewards, look at 
the quality at entry to Initial Teacher Training (ITT) and the importance of Continuing Professional 
Development.  

She praised campaigns against unpaid internships and the power of the personal statement on UCAS 
forms.  

But more radical thinking, like significantly more redistributive funding, may be necessary per the 
professor. She warned that voters were getting impatient.  

“If we look at what is happening across the world, I would argue that democracy is at risk, if 
democratic systems can’t provide social mobility,” she said. “They are going to be under threat.” 

Emran Mian, Director of strategy and social mobility, at the Department for Education 

Emran Mian said that as a civil servant, he was not going to speak radically but was going to speak 
practically. 

Expounding on the keynote speech by Justine Greening, he said that in the past, the Department for 
Education has been too agnostic when it came to place and had not thought hard enough about how 
policies affect capacity to improve in different places.  

He said that the cycle of improvement that the department had contributed to in some areas, where 
outcomes were already pretty good, had to be replicated in areas where there was a high density of 
“need for improvement” schools.  

In Opportunity Areas - 12 areas in the bottom quartile of parts of the country identified by the Social 
Mobility Commission - the approach is to allow local solutions about what will work toimprove 
outcomes and social mobility.  

Increasingly, funding programmes will be tilted to the one third of areas in the country that are 
characterised by social disadvantage. Rather than selecting schools for school improvement funding, 
CPD funding or funding to support leadership, which can currently favour areas of the country where 
there are more good and outstanding schools, it will be put in to areas that are more characterised by 
social disadvantage. 

Naomi Eisenstadt, author of Life chances of young people in Scotland and Deputy Chair of the 
Poverty and Inequality Commission of the Scottish Government 

Naomi Eisenstadt, the former head of the Sure Start programme, said that what used to be thought 
about as regeneration now needed to be thought of as “inclusive growth”. This means that public 
sector infrastructure investment, the decisions on where to build roads or extend railways or develop 
industry had to be about the poorest areas and had to be linked to apprenticeships, skills development 
and local schools. 

Her metaphor for this is “don’t do HS2, do HS3 first”. She said the government should concentrate on 
the north of England and stop launching projects that bring more business to the south. She also said 
the complaints of those who had been left behind were legitimate and should be heeded. 

For Naomi Eisenstadt, further education is key but it is also suffering from a chronic lack of 
investment.  She pointed out that since the crash, the Scottish government has cut HE by 4 per cent 
but FE by 18 per cent. Better relationships between secondary schools and local employers were 
crucial, she said. It was incumbent on senior leadership in schools to make the relationships with 
business and understand the local jobs market and provide proper career advice, particularly for pupils 
not destined for university. 

She also advocated subsidised travel for young people to go to where the jobs are because “poorer kids 
don’t go out of their local community”.  

Naomi Eisenstadt also raised the issue of race – pointing out that some non-white children do well 
academically but are still do not getting the jobs.  

Sir Michael Wilkins, founding CEO of Outward Grange Academy Trust 
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Sir Michael, who runs one of the highest performing academy chains in the country with a track record 
of raising attainment and lifting schools out of special measures, said that while education always 
needed more money, head teachers could improve schools with the resources they already have.  

He put forward the idea of every school having a “longitudinal advocate” for deprived children to help 
build up the cultural capital that middle class families and enlightened working class families provided 
for their children.  

He said: “They have to live and breadth it. In the school I am in at the moment, there are 35 
vulnerable children. I met them all in a week. I know who they are. I know their ambitious, one of them 
wants to be a lawyer. The point is we can do it.” 

Sir Michael said to be successful, schools had to take control of the curriculum.  This allows heads to 
control the finances and if they can do that, they can create a surplus to reinvest, he said.  

In his school, the surplus is being used to provide private tuition. An outlay of £12,500 of pupil 
premium money buys 50 students 10 hours of one-to-one tuition. On top of this, children’s progress is 
tracked every week. The school is forensic in its analysis of data and “laser like” in its use of 
interventions. 

The approach has reaped rewards particularly in one town where the Trust runs two schools, which it 
took over when one was in special measures and the other had a notice to improve.  

Only 40 per cent of children in the schools were getting five good GCSEs. Last year, the figure was 82 
per cent. The sixth form has now grow to more than 460, with the vast majority going on to university. 
Sir Michael added that there were no entry requirements at sixth form because some pupils “don’t turn 
on until they are 14 or 15”, so the only criteria was the willingness to learn.  

“That’s what you can do if you take control of the ingredients that are already there in the education 
system,” he concluded. 

 

Questions 

Early years 

In a response to a question about early years, Prof Francis said that there was a wealth of evidence 
about what works in the early years and that it remained key, but there are genuine problems with 
implementation despite extensive discussion.  

Naomi Eisenstadt agreed and said that while we know what works, we have failed to put it is place 
because it costs too much money. She criticised the emphasis in the last 20 years on “childcare for 
employment not early education”. She also praised the former children’s minister Liz Truss for trying to 
bring in a minimum grade C GCSE in maths and English for early years workers.  

“The whole early years world was up in arms and said this was too high a barrier,” said Naomi 
Eisenstadt. “If this is too high a barrier then what are we doing to our children?” 

University/school links 

Prof Francis said university sponsorship of schools had not been a panacea, with some exceptions, 
such as UCL Academy. She pointed out that running a university was very different to running a 
struggling school.  

She said that apart from their crucial role in ITT and programmes to support widening participation, 
which have got much more innovative and meaningful, there was a lot of cultural capital residing in 
universities that should be exploited. 

Student loan interest rate 

In a question asking what effect student loan interest rate policy would have on social mobility, Emran 
Mian revealed that he was the lead civil servant on the Brown Review, that led to the trebling of 
university fees.  
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He said the evidence so far suggested that student loan interest rate policy did not have an impact on 
participation. He defended the policy decision to seek a greater contribution from graduates and said it 
was needed to allow the system to grow again and allowed the decision to lift the numbers cap.  

Increasing the numbers going to HE was going to have a greater impact on disadvantaged students 
because if there were limited numbers, the places would go to more advantaged students, he said.  

Sutton Trust focus 

In response to an inquiry about what the Sutton Trust should focus on in the next 20 years, Naomi 
Eisenstadt said she was thrilled that it was beginning to look at apprenticeships. She said that the UK 
needed to get rid of the notion, especially among the middle classes, that a child not going to 
university “is a disaster”. “The more we have diversity post-school, the less it is a disaster,” she said. 
High level apprenticeships could help to even out social mobility problems, she concluded.  

 

 

Sir Michael Wilkins discusses ‘what next for social mobility’ with Emran Mian, Professor Becky Francis, 
and Naomi Eisenstadt, led by Chair Baroness Claire Tyler of Enfield 

 

To read more about the summit, including research papers and slides, and to view pictures and videos 
please visit https://www.suttontrust.com/event/social-mobility-summit-2017/ 
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