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it will take another 20 years to eliminate t he 

attainment gap at KS2, but currently there is

no prospect of the gap between poor and

wealthier children closing at GCSE or A level.

Young People (red rating)

Despite major (and costly) changes to post-16

education, wider access to higher education

and the reintroduction of apprenticeships,

progress has been slow and piecemeal.

Despite a fall in youth unemployment over

the period, the number of young people who

are NEET (not in employment, education or

training) has barely changed. Since 2008

young people’s wages have fallen by 16%,

taking them to below 1997 levels. More new

apprenticeships have gone to older workers

than to younger ones. Educational outcomes

for disadvantaged students have barely

improved. At current rates, it will take 120

years before disadvantaged young people

become as likely as their wealthier peers to

achieve A-levels or their equivalent, and more

than 80 years to close the higher education

participation gap.

Working Lives (red rating)

Following efforts to get people off benefits

and into work, there has been a fall in

unemployment and a rise in lone-parent

employment rates. However, the quality

of jobs has not matched the quantity, and

support has been necessary for working

households struggling to

make ends meet. There are

still large skills gaps and

shortages, and increasingly the

employment market is divided

between high-quality, well-paid

jobs and lower-skilled, low-paid

ones. One in five people are stuck on

low pay. There is currently no prospect

of Britain becoming a high-skilled,

high-paying economy.

A divided nation

The report identifies three types of division

in the UK.
 ■ The spatial divide — London and some

large metropolitan areas are moving ahead,

but other places are falling behind. There are

greater regional disparities in the UK than

anywhere else in Europe. The ‘left behind’

areas are becoming socially ‘hollowed out’ as

aspirational young people are forced to move

elsewhere.

 ■ The income and wealth divide — 

between 1997–2017, the bottom fifth of

households saw their incomes rise by just

over £10 per week, compared to £300 for the

top fifth. In 1998 the highest earners were

paid on average 47 times as much as the

lowest earners. By 2015 the gap had increased

to 128 times more.
 ■ The generational divide — while

poverty among pensioners has halved, young

people’s earnings have fallen. Those born in

the 1980s are the first post-war generation to

start their working lives with lower incomes

than their immediate predecessors. Young

people are more reliant than ever on their

parents for financial assistance, particularly

to buy their first home.

Conclusion

Despite 20 years of policies designed to

improve rates of social mobility, the gap

between the better-off and the worse-off is

in many cases becoming greater. Policies

have often been piecemeal and long-term

progress has sometimes been sacrificed to

short-term change. Some promising policies

have not been given time to ‘bed down’

before being replaced by something else.

Overall progress has been patchy, and the

wider picture reveals that the UK is still a

deeply divided society.
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Social
mobility

A new report charts the level

of progress (or lack of it) in

tackling poor social mobility  

in the UK

I
n June 2017, the Social Mobility

Commission published a report, ‘Time for

change’, assessing the impact of successive

government policies to improve social

mobility over a 20-year period, from 1997 to

2017. The report looks at what progress has

been made through four ‘life stages’: Early

Years, Schools, Young People (in training

or further/higher education) and Working

Lives. The analysis uses a traffic light system,

awarding each area red, amber or green,

depending on how successful policies have

been across the two decades.

Early Years (amber rating)

While targeted efforts and extra resources 

were successful in reducing child poverty and

parental unemployment in the first decade,

the economic recession and the subsequent

austerity programmes reversed some of

this progress, and levels of child poverty

have increased since 2011. The gap between

advantaged and disadvantaged children only

recently began to shrink, and disadvantaged

children are still 17.3% less likely than their

peers to reach ‘school readiness’ at age 5. At

current rates, it will take 40 years before the

attainment gap between poor 5-year olds and

their better-off peers will be closed.

Schools (amber rating)

Spending on education increased in the first

decade but is falling in the second. Two-thirds

of disadvantaged children still fail to obtain

five ‘good’ GCSEs at age 16. While there has

been progress at reducing the attainment

gap in primary schools, the gap between

children on free school meals (FSM) and

their better-off peers increases significantly at

secondary school. The report concludes that
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