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One Society response to: Call for evidence - Independent Review 
on Social Mobility and Child Poverty 

Summary:

Following the remit of One Society, we have focused on the evidence around the links between low 
(and/or insecure) pay and the persistence of child poverty and reduced social mobility. We also 
offer suggested means of addressing these issues in a financially and politically feasible manner.

We also examine the analysis of the link between income inequality and social immobility 
contained in the Government's social mobility strategy, and outline our concern that the evidence 
cited in the strategy may have been misinterpreted, with potential adverse consequences for the 
cost and efficacy of policy-making.

Responses     to     questions   

2)     What     do     you     think     are     the     links     between     social     mobility     and     child     poverty?   

While the remit of One Society does not cover child poverty in general, we have carried out 
significant analysis on pay inequality, which does have relevant implications for child poverty and 
social mobility. We would therefore raise the following points.

We note the widespread recognition (in the Government's social mobility strategy and elsewhere) 
that a stable, supportive and encouraging family life is key to allowing children to develop the 
abilities and aspirations necessary for upward social mobility and/or to escape poverty in later life. 
However, we should also recognise that excessively low pay not only traps families in poverty, but 
presents significant challenges to the sort of family life which encourages upward mobility. For 
example:

Low     pay     and     parents'     excessive     working     hours     /     increased     stress  

 Recent research for UNICEF found that parents in the UK are “struggling to find time to be 
with their children or to help them participate in outdoor, sporting or creative activities 
and lacking in time to establish and enforce the rules and roles operating within the 
family household...UK parents find it difficult to spend time with their families for lots of 
different reasons. One of these was low wages. Where parents are paid at, or close to the 
minimum wage they often must work long hours or take several jobs in order to make 
ends meet and this can impact on their ability to spend quality time with their children"i 

 As family budgets have come under pressure from stagnating incomes and rising costs, this 
(along with issues of changing workforce structure) will tend to drive increasing numbers to 
work longer, family-unfriendly hours. Figures from the Family and Parenting Institute 
(FPI) show that: “In 2010, 11.1 per cent (an increase from 10.8 per cent in 2009) of the UK 
population in employment worked at night; 25.3 per cent (an increase from 24.8 per cent 
in 2009) worked in the evening; 22.2 per cent (an increase from 21.6 per cent) worked on 
Saturday and 12.1 per cent (an increase from 11.2 per cent) worked on Sunday.”ii

 The Family and Parenting Institute also carried out polling which found that “more than 
half of parents (54%) believe family life is in crisis. 76% say that stress is undermining 
family life in the UK, with the main reasons cited being financial pressures (67%), long 
working hours (37%) and concerns about possible unemployment (24%)”iii.



Low     paid     parents     and     children's     negative     perceptions     of     work  

 It is commendable that the government has stated an intention to address the phenomenon 
of children who grow up in communities without working adult role models. We are also 
concerned that there are communities where any working adults receive such low pay 
(and/or are subject to the insecurity of the “low-pay no-pay cycle”iv) that children's 
perception of legitimate work as a route to prosperity may be damaged, so that criminality, 
the informal economy and/or benefits appear relatively more attractive.   

 One mechanism through which pay may affect children's perceptions is that of employee 
engagement. Large-scale research by Towers Watson found much higher rates of 
engagement (77%) on the part of employees who felt that pay decisions were fair compared 
to those who felt that pay decisions were unfair (45%)v. It would be difficult for employees 
who felt disengaged with work to avoid having their children pick up on these feelings.

Low     pay     and     parents'     mental     health  

 We are also concerned that about the potential impact on children of the mental health 
impacts of parents' pay. This concern is based on research showing that (for example) 
"those in the poorest quality jobs showed greater decline in mental health than those who 
were unemployed"vi.

It should be noted that many of the effects outlined above are relevant to low relative (as well as 
absolute) income levels.

3)     What     are     the     main     barriers     which     stop     people     moving     out     of     poverty     or   
which     prevent     people     from     slipping     into     poverty?   

Many of the mechanisms by which low pay suppresses social mobility which we have outlined in 
our response to the question above remain relevant here. 

We would also draw attention to the effect of low pay and the low-pay-no-pay cycle in preventing 
people from building up savings which will overcome 'poverty premiums'vii or which can fund 
training or enterprise opportunities for the individual or their family members. The scale of the 
problem of inability to save is illustrated by research published in July by the Chartered Institute of 
Personnel and Development, which found that nearly a fifth (18%) of employees run out of money 
at the end of the week or month either always or most of the time.  

4)     Do     you     think     the     Government  ’  s     policies,     in     particular     the     social     mobility   
and     child     poverty     strategies,     will     improve     people  ’  s     life     chances?   

While we welcome the Government's focus on  social mobility and child poverty, we are concerned 
that the social mobility strategy document, “Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers”viii, appears to 
dismiss the relationship between income inequality and social mobility (for example, in saying that 
"the key components of a more mobile society [...] do not appear to be related to simple measures 
of income inequality"ix). This is concerning because:

 The use of evidence in “Opening Doors...” to analyse the relationship between income 
inequality and social mobility is questionable, and may be seen as misleading.

 A faulty analysis of the relationship between income inequality and social mobility is likely 
to lead to faulty analysis of the likely comparative efficacy of potential policy solutions. It 
means that policies are likely to be implemented which will not represent the most cost-
effective use of taxpayers' money. Also, some of these solutions will be undermined by 
factors related to income inequality, unless the latter is also addressed.

These points are addressed in more detail below/overleaf.



i) The use of evidence in “Opening Doors...” to analyse the relationship between 
income inequality and social mobility is questionable, and may be seen as 
misleading.

We welcome the Government's intention to "adopt a ruthlessly evidence based approach"x. 
However, we argue that "Opening Doors..." may have misinterpreted the evidence around the 
relationship between income inequality and social mobility, resulting in misleading conclusions.  

The statement that "Academic studies [...] have found a correlation between high levels of income 
inequality and low levels of social mobility, although some have criticised the validity of this 
finding"xi could lead the casual reader to agree that "the key components of a more mobile society 
[...] do not appear to be related to simple measures of income inequality"xii. However, the balance 
of evidence is not nearly as one-sided as the above quotations suggest:

The studies referenced by "Opening Doors..."  which "found a correlation between high levels of 
income inequality and low levels of social mobility" include a number of studies from peer-
reviewed sources. Unfortunately, they do not include some of the strongest evidence. For example, 
it is disappointing that “Opening Doors...” did not mention that a review of the academic evidence 
on social mobility was recently carried out by the Institute for Fiscal Studies on behalf of BIS, and 
that this review found "countries with higher income inequality tend to have lower social 
mobility” and “it is likely to be very hard to increase social mobility without tackling 
inequality"xiii. It appears that the IFS/BIS document was known to the authors of “Opening Doors” 
(it is referenced 8 times): this being the case, it is troubling that the review's findings on income 
inequality were not mentioned, despite being extremely prominent on page 1 of that document.

In contrast, there are only two sources referenced which "have criticised the validity of this 
finding" [the correlation between high levels of income inequality and low levels of social mobility]. 
These are a paper by Professor Gary Solonxiv and a report by Professor Peter Saundersxv. Of these:

 The Solon paper actually concludes that there is a correlation between income inequality 
and low social mobility ("The model therefore supports [the...] conjecture that contrasts 
between Sweden and the United States in both inequality and intergenerational social 
mobility may be related"xvi). Our colleagues in the Equality Trust recently contacted 
Professor Solon to request a clarification on this matter, and received the following reply: 
"Your interpretation is correct.  A few of my papers, including the JEP paper you cited, 
say that there are good reasons to expect connections between cross-sectional inequality 
and intergenerational mobility".

 The report by Saunders did deal with social mobility, but as part of a wide-ranging attack on 
Wilkinson & Pickett's Book "The Spirit Level"xvii (the authors of which have in turn accused 
Saunders of "serious methodological errors"xviii). Unlike many of the articles which did find 
a connection between income inequality and social mobility, Saunder's report was not peer-
reviewed. Saunders has also published a report which states that "social mobility is 
common in Britain", that "Britain does not compare unfavourably with other countries" 
and that "Social mobility has not been falling"xix.

It should also be noted that it is now routine to find that interest groups who dislike the 
conclusions of academic evidence voice dissent in order to make issues appear 'controversial'. The 
debates around anthropogenic climate change and the links between smoking and cancer provide 
illustrations of why one should not assume that both sides of the argument carry equal weight, nor 
assume that controversy is sufficient reason for inaction.

"Opening Doors..." states that "There are also a number of countries, such as Australia and 
Canada, that have relatively high levels of income inequality but also high levels of social 
mobility". However, the OECD document which "Opening Doors..." cites as a source of this dataxx 
also makes it clear that while there are some outliers, the overall trend is clearly that 
"Intergenerational social mobility tends to be lower in more unequal societies"xxi.



In order to believe that the UK could become one of the (rare) exceptions to the rule, policymakers 
must be willing and able to pull levers which are strong enough to overcome the inequality-
immobility link and which previous governments haven't already tried. While the OECD paper 
does suggest some means of increasing social mobility that are addressed in "Opening Doors.." 
(such as "early childhood education and care"xxii and "how resources are spent for schooling 
rather than how much"xxiii) these areas have been the subject of previous policy initiatives. 
Furthermore, other policies suggested by the paper may be politically and/or financially 
challenging, such as "increasing the social mix of students within schools"xxiv and the strengthening 
of "redistributive and income support policies"xxv. This suggests that the UK is unlikely to become 
one of the exceptions.

"Opening Doors..." also states that "correlation [between income inequality and social immobility] 
is not the same as causation"xxvi. However:

• There is evidence that income inequality does cause reduced social mobility: the paper cited 
in "Opening Doors..." to demonstrate the UK's low social mobility relative to other countries 
makes clear, as one of its major conclusions, that the evidence "work[s] against the 
hypothesis that inequality and mobility only vary together because they are driven by the 
same processes"xxvii, (in other words, there is a causal relationship). 

• A number of mechanisms by which income inequality causes reduced mobility have been 
identified, including the ability of some families to buy their way into independent schools 
or the catchment areas of certain state schools, the cultural forces  which cause expectations 
to become ossified (explored below) and the increased difficulty of leaping across income 
gaps if these gaps are wide. 

• An OECD literature reviewxxviii identifies a number of variables which have a "large and 
significant" effect on social mobility (a number of these are also identified in "Opening 
Doors..."). In most of these cases, there is an established correlation between these 
variables and income inequality levels (e.g. level of education, wealth, social conditions, 
health status)xxix.

While "Opening Doors..." is dismissive of the income inequality /mobility link, it states that wealth 
is a factor ("wealth inequality can act as a barrier to social mobility by opening up opportunities 
to some that are unavailable to others"xxx). This appears to be at least partly contradictory, because 
income is obviously a major factor in wealth, and one of the initiatives which "Opening Doors..." 
cites as a response to wealth inequality is raising income tax allowancesxxxi. 

ii) A faulty analysis of the relationship between income inequality and social mobility 
is likely to lead to faulty analysis of the likely comparative efficacy of potential policy 
solutions. It means that policies are likely to be implemented which will not 
represent the most cost-effective use of taxpayers' money. Also, some of these 
solutions will be undermined by factors related to income inequality, unless the 
latter is also addressed.

We note the the 'value for money' test outlined by the Government's Adviser on Social Mobility, 
Alan Milburn: "social progress depends on governments being able to answer a simple question: 
what will give the biggest social mobility bang for the taxpayers buck?"xxxii. 

A number of the initiatives advocated in "Opening Doors..." are expensive. For example, the Pupil 
Premium is expected to cost £2.5 billion in 2014/15xxxiii. Also mentioned are a "£110m Education 
Endowment Fund"xxxiv, "increasing funding for disadvantaged learners post-16 [...] to £770 
million in 2011/12"xxxv, that "from 2012/13, new students from families with incomes of £25,000 
or less will be entitled to a more generous full maintenance grant of £3,250 a year"xxxvi, a National 
Scholarship Programme, to provide "financial assistance to students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds" to which the government will contribute £300m between 2012/13 and 2014/15xxxvii, 
"investing £4.5 billion in affordable housing"xxxviii and "free early education for disadvantaged 
two-year-olds"xxxix.



Few would begrudge an investment in social mobility, but there are factors which will tend to 
reduce or cancel the efficacy of such measures. ("Opening Doors.." contains an example of such 
phenomena under the previous Government, when "gaps in educational performance have 
narrowed only very slightly despite significant investment"xl). 

One of the reasons why initiatives to promote social mobility (and/or educational performance) 
have produced disappointing results is that some tools are only useful when combined with others 
(for example, children with high educational aspirations will be held back unless they also have a 
suitable space in which to study). However, there are also psychological and social barriers to social 
mobility which are particularly strong when there are wide income gaps between different 
communities. Lynsey Hanley, an author and columnist with personal experience of social mobility 
from a childhood spent in a Birmingham social housing estate, as well as a wide-ranging knowledge 
of the academic discourse on the subject, provides compelling examples, particularly in her “Wall 
in the Mind” seriesxli. There is also evidence, most famously summarised in The Spirit Levelxlii, that 
inequality has physiological effects on individuals which reduce their capacity to fulfil their 
potential.

"Opening Doors..." says "income alone does not determine outcomes"xliii. While this is true, and 
while we recognise that non-income-based initiatives may also be helpful, the strong evidence of a 
causal relationship between income inequality and social mobility (as demonstrated above) means 
that efforts to increase social mobility are likely to be inefficient and unnecessarily expensive if the 
influence of income inequality is neglected.

5) Are there other policies that could be implemented for the same cost which 
would ensure that all citizens have the same opportunities? and 
 
6) How can we create the right mix of practical and financial support to 
ensure that all people have opportunities to get on in life? and  

7) What are the best examples of projects which have brought about real 
progress in creating a fairer, more mobile society?

We commend the initiatives undertaken by politicians across the political spectrum to promote the 
adoption of the Living Wage (prominent examples including the Mayor of London Boris Johnson, 
and his predecessor Ken Livingstone). There is the potential for similar initiatives to be adopted at 
a national scale.

We also commend initiatives to limit pay ratios (as exemplified by the current Government's 
commissioning of the Hutton Review of Fair Pay), for their potential to address some of the drivers 
that contribute to the development of an alienated strata at the top of the income scale that can pay 
for the expensive 'tickets to success' (unpaid internships, enterprise start-up capital etc) and 
therefore monopolise opportunities.

There are strong financial arguments for such initiatives: There is widespread evidencexliv that 
countries with higher levels of income inequality experience a greater incidence of health and social 
problems that are expensive to ameliorate. In addition to this are costs associated with low income 
(for example, the Institute for Fiscal Studies estimates that below-living-wage pay costs the 
taxpayer around £6 billion a year in benefits and foregone revenuexlv and the Marmot Review refers 
to “additional NHS healthcare costs [...] well in excess of £5.5 billion per year”xlvi).



9) What more should businesses, civil society and other non-government 
institutions be doing to improve social mobility and tackle child poverty? 

There are a number of mechanisms through which non-government organisations can address the 
impact of low pay on decreased social mobility and increased child poverty. These include 
exploring the feasibility of adopting the Living Wage (which has financial benefitsxlvii as well as 
costs) and policies on pay in procured services.

Because social mobility and child poverty are affected by rates of income inequality (as well as 
absolute income levels), we would recommend that organisations consider means of monitoring, 
reporting and managing pay ratios, in order to address the extremes of pay inequality. Guidelines 
for implementation of such practices can be found in the final report of the Hutton Review of Fair 
Pay in the Public Sectorxlviii (which contains a 'fair pay code' which the author suggests could be 
adapted for use by private sector employers) or in LVSC / One Society's best practice guidance for 
voluntary sector organisationsxlix.
 

10)     What     would     be     the     best     way     to     measure     progress     on     social     mobility     and   
child     poverty?      
and 
11)     Do     you     think     the     indicators     set     out     in     the     child     poverty     strategy     and     social   
mobility     strategy     are     the     right     measures?  

Given the strong negative correlation between income inequality and social mobility, it is 
important that the relative poverty measure is retained.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

About One Society:

One Society's work is based on a wealth of research which shows that large divides in income at the 
top and bottom of society – beyond 'proportional rewards' - are damaging to our economy and 
society, not just those at the bottom but right the way up. We work to promote policy and practice 
which reduce excessive income inequality. One Society works in partnership with The Equality 
Trust.

Contact Us:

Duncan Exley, Campaign Director, One Society 
32-36 Loman Street, London, SE1 0EH
duncan@onesociety.org.uk   
020 7922 7921 / 07969 110 281
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