Social mobility

In this TUC report, we look at the evidence on social mobility in Britain today. What is it? Is
there more or less of it than there used to be? How does it relate to equality?

Social mobility and the new government

Before the election Mr Cameron and Mr Clegg often criticised the then government for failing
to reduce inequality or increase social mobility. Since then, the new Ministers have given very
few hostages to fortune on inequality, but they have been very clear about their commitment
to social mobility.

“The Government believes that there are many barriers to social mobility and equal
opportunities in Britain today, with too many children held back because of their social
background, and too many people of all ages held back because of their gender, race, religion
or sexuality. We need concerted government action to tear down these barriers and help to
build a fairer society.”

Coalition Programme for Government'

“We both want a Britain where social mobility is unlocked; where everyone, regardless of
background, has the chance to rise as high as their talents and ambition allow them. To pave
the way, we have both agreed to sweeping reform of welfare, taxes and, most of all, our
schools — with a breaking open of the state monopoly and extra money following the poorest
pupils so that they, at last, get to go to the best schools, not the worst.”

David Cameron and Nick Clegg?

“Schools should really be engines of social mobility that overcome the disadvantages of birth.
Unfortunately, at the moment, despite the best efforts of many people, the situation gets
worse. That is why we need early intervention and the radical school reform that we have
advanced.”

Michael Gove®

“It is time to consider whether our affordable housing system can be better used and whether
one of the benefits would be greater social mobility.”

Grant Shapps*

For the new government social mobility is a goal, a justification for policies and the lack of
social mobility is an indictment of its Labour predecessor. This commitment does not, in fact,
mark a huge break - Tony Blair and Gordon Brown were equally enthusiastic. It was the last
government that set up a Panel on Fair Access to the Professions (chaired by Alan Milburn
MP); they accepted the Panel’s recommendations, including the creation of a Social Mobility
Commission to carry out research, monitor progress and provide advice to government.’

What do we mean by social mobility?

Economists distinguish between ‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ social mobility (also known as ‘social
fluidity’). Absolute social mobility refers to the gradual process by which the proportion of the



population in different classes changes. Very often, this is what politicians are thinking about
when they say they want more social mobility, because their memory is of the 20™ century’s
movement of millions of people from the manual working class to the middle class. Politicians
enjoyed this change because it was a positive-sum game: many people gained and very few lost
out.’

But we are not going to focus on absolute social mobility. It takes place over a long timescale
and there is little evidence that anything governments do will speed it up or slow it down. The
absolute social mobility of the 20™ century followed a similar pattern in different countries,
despite their different policies, institutions and histories. As an important study noted,

“there has been a marked convergence in the class structures of European countries and in
7

their patterns of absolute mobility, and these things are true for both men and women.”
Relative social mobility refers to changes in the individuals’ positions in relation to others in
society. It can provide a good means to measure the chances that particular groups within
society have of improving their circumstances.

Some economists have also studied how much individuals’ positions change within their
lifetimes (often referred to as ‘income mobility” or ‘intra-generational mobility’) and politicians
have been very interested in the question of whether poverty is usually a temporary
phenomenon — in which case it might be seen as less serious than otherwise. Gardiner and
Hills found that there is quite a lot of this type of mobility in Britain: only 40 per cent of the
population, observed over 4 years, have a ‘flat’ income trajectory. But most income mobility is
‘short-range’ and there is not enough of it to make poverty less a matter for concern:

“43 per cent of poverty years are spent in the ‘poor flat’ income trajectories and a further 24

per cent are spent ‘blipping out of poverty’ or in ‘repeated poverty’.”®
Most political and media discussion has however concentrated on inter-generational social
mobility: to what extent is your income determined by your parents’ income?

How is Britain doing?

Social mobility is a unique issue: politicians from all parties, commentators from all
newspapers and most academic researchers agree that Britain is less mobile than other
countries — and they are right.

In March, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s annual Going for
Growth Report looked at intergenerational social mobility. They found that

“Mobility in earnings, wages and education across generations is relatively low in France,
southern European countries, the United Kingdom and the United States. By contrast, such
mobility tends to be higher in Australia, Canada and the Nordic countries.”

They found that what you earn is more closely linked to what your parents earned in Britain
than in any of the other countries they had data for:



Strength of the link between individual and parental earnings'
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A Norwegian study in 2006 (using data from the UK National Child Development Study and
equivalent data extracted from sources in the other countries) concluded that the UK is more
mobile than the USA, but less mobile than the Nordic countries. There tends to be less
mobility at each end of the earnings distribution than in the middle and least of all at the
upper end. The exception is the USA, where the sons of the poorest fathers are particularly
likely to remain in the lowest earnings group."

In 2005, Blanden, Gregg and Machin looked at roughly comparable studies of
intergenerational mobility and found that:

“America and Britain have the highest intergenerational persistence (lowest mobility).
Germany is around the middle of the estimates, while the Nordic countries and Canada all

appear to be rather more mobile.”"*

Internationally Comparable Estimates of Intergenerational Mobility"?

Country |Dataset Sons Sons Earnings Measure of Parental| Intergenerational
Born Measure Status| partial correlation
uUsS Panel Study of 1954- Age 30|  Parental income when 0.289
Income Dynamics 1970 son age 10 and age 16
(average)
Britain British Cohort 1970 2000 Parental income 1980 0.271
Study (Age 30) and 1986 (average)
West Socio-Economic 1960- 2000 Parental income 1984 0.171
Germany |Panel 1973 and 1988 (average)
Finland  |Quinquennial 1958- | 1995 and 2000| Father’s earnings 1975 0.147
census panel 1960 (average)
Denmark |Register data 1958- | 1998 and 2000| Father’s earnings 1980 0.143
1960 (average)
Sweden  |Register data 1962 1996 and 1999| Father’s earnings 1975 0.143
(average)
Norway |Register data 1958 1992 and 1999| TFather’s earnings 1974 0.139
(average)




Is social mobility changing?

Social mobility in Britain seems to have slowed down at some point in the late 20™ century.
Richard Breen’s study of Social Mobility in Europe found a continent-wide tendency to
increased relative mobility, but that “Britain is the sole clear exception to this: here there has
been little or no change.”"*

Blanden, Gregg and Machin’s paper found similar results. Indeed, they discovered one of the
most widely reported findings on social mobility: men born in 1970 had not moved as far
from where their fathers were as men born in 1958. They found that:

“many more children from the poorest quarter remain in poorest quarter as adults in the more
recent cobort. Likewise among the most affluent far more stay among the most affluent as
adults than was the case for the earlier cobort.”"

Unfortunately, commentators and politicians have often misread this report, quoting it as
showing something like “social mobility got worse under new Labour.” Blanden, Gregg and
Machin never claimed this, and it is hard to see how a comparison of boys growing up in the
60s and early 70s with boys growing up in the 70s and early 80s could tell us anything about
the impact of developments since 1997.

Indeed, when Blanden and Machin revisited the subject and looked at what has happened to
children born in 2000 (Recent Changes in Intergenerational Mobility in Britain, Jo Blanden
and Stephen Machin, Sutton Trust, Dec 2007) they found that there is “little evidence of
change and thus it appears that changes in social mobility may well have flattened out.

However, at the same time, they have not reversed nor started to improve.”'®

Is this a problem?

In June, Civitas published Social Mobility Myths, which included the suggestion that lack of
social mobility might simply reflect inherited inequality:

“What if middle class children are on average brighter than working class children, or if they
work barder on average than their working class peers? Under meritocratic conditions, we
would then expect the children of the middle classes to fare better in the competition for
educational and occupational success, for a meritocracy is precisely a system which allocates
positions on the basis of ability and effort.”™”

The argument relies heavily on the heritability of IQ and its importance for success in life. In
2002, Bowles and Gintis (two leading American writers and anti-poverty researchers) carried
out a meta-analysis of 24 US studies of the correlation of IQ and earnings. They estimated that
the genetic inheritance of IQ could only account for 2% of the intergenerational transmission
of economic success. Bowles and Gintis’ conclusions were, in their words, “somewhat
surprising”:

“wealth, race and schooling are important to the inheritance of economic status, but 1Q is not
a major contributor and, as we have seen above, the genetic transmission of 1Q is even less
important.”



One of the most famous developmental studies of recent times also illustrates how unnatural
immobility is: Leon Feinstein’s study of inequality in the cognitive development of very young
children." Feinstein analysed a group of children’s social class and their scores in successive
tests of cognitive ability.

e The children were tested at 22 months and then ranked by their scores; some were from
relatively high social class and some from a relatively low social class.

e They were tested again at 42, 60 and 120 months, and ranked each time by their scores.

e At 42 months, the high scoring low social class children were already falling behind the
high social class high scoring children who, at 22 months, had had the same average
position in the distribution.

e By 60 months, the high social class group with low ranking at 22 months had almost
caught up with them, and by 120 months, they had overtaken them, leaving a wide gap.

Mobility and education

It is no surprise that discussions about social mobility often focus on education, and there is
strong evidence that education plays an important part in the transmission of advantage and
disadvantage from one generation to another. For example, sixty-five per cent of the cabinet
were privately educated, compared with seven per cent of British pupils."”

The OECD Going for Growth chapter on social mobility found that the UK was one of a
group of countries (the others are in southern Europe) where there is a “particularly large”
wage premium to growing up in a better educated family and a similar wage penalty
associated with growing up in a less-educated family.*” The UK is also one of a group of
countries where “socio-economic background appears to have the largest influence on
students’ performance” in test scores.”’

A report by the Institute for Social and Economic Research for the Sutton Trust suggests the
education mobility is much lower in England than in the rest of the world. Children’s exam
results were more closely associated with their parents’ results than in many other countries,
but the “attainment gap” between children from graduate and non-graduate parents had
begun to narrow.

The study looked at 14 year-olds in the top 25 per cent by test results. 56 per cent of the
children of degree-educated parents are in this group, compared with just 9 per cent of the
children of parents who left school without O-levels.

This ‘attainment gap’ of 47 percentage points compares with equivalent gaps of 23 points in
Australia, 37 points in Germany and 43 points in the USA.*

Social mobility and inequality

The international evidence suggests a very strong link between social mobility and equality.
Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett used Blanden, Gregg and Machin’s data on mobility and
data on income inequality from the UN development Programme Human Development
indicators. They found that “the relationship between intergenerational social mobility and

income inequality was statistically significant.”*’
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The OECD also points to a correlation between inequality and low levels of social mobility,
possibly because

“with higher wage or income dispersion, returns to education are also higher and this may
especially benefit individuals whose investment in education is not constrained by family
background... narrower cross-sectional income inequality (at a given point in time) is
associated with lower intergenerational persistence in wages across European OECD

countries.
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A chart in the report shows this association:*
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This confirms an earlier OECD study, which summed up the evidence:*



“Although no consensus exists on this issue, there seems to be a relation between cross-section
income inequality and intergenerational earnings mobility. To promote equality of opportunity
might then require reducing current income inequality.”

Other researchers have found similar results. A paper using data from the Luxembourg Income
Study found that “sons who grew up in countries that were less equal in the 1970s were less
likely to have experienced social mobility by the 1990s.”?” A study of 20" century
intergenerational mobility in the USA noted that mobility and inequality both followed the
same pattern from 1940 to 2000: a steady increase from 1940 to 1980, with a sharp decline
thereafter.”

Concluding remarks

The politicians are right: social mobility is important and the UK’s performance is poor
compared with other countries. The instinct that social mobility and education results are
closely linked is right, and policies to help disadvantaged children do well at school will
probably make an important difference. But social mobility cannot be relied on as a substitute
for addressing this country’s persistent inequality: the international evidence shows that the
two problems are closely linked.
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