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SUMMARY


This Bulletin is based on initial findings of a research project between the Circle Group and
the Human City Institute (HCI) exploring the state of mobility in the UK - covering economic
and social, inter-tenure and geographical elements, their interconnectedness - and how
they relate to social housing tenants.



It is clear that mobility of all types - economic and social, inter-tenure and geographical
intra-tenure in social housing - have stalled significantly in the last thirty years with
acceleration in the last decade or so, especially in geographical immobility. Both
international and inter-generational studies in the UK underline this finding. Being born in
social housing in particular is now a key indicator of reduced social and geographical
mobility when compared to home owners.



Key factors affecting social mobility are employment and income levels, control of assets,
access to affordable credit, intergenerational transmission of wealth, skills and support, and
access to education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels. Social housing tenants score
badly on all of these factors.



Inter-tenure mobility - between social housing and home ownership - is significantly lower
than a decade ago because of the state of the housing market in the wake of the Credit
Crunch and because of the collapse of the Right to Buy, which despite reinvigoration
efforts by the Government is unlikely to play a major part in future access to home
ownership by social tenants.



Geographical mobility within social housing has ground to a halt even though efforts have
been made - by Circle among others - to extend opportunities to tenants move, and
therefore to improve their life chances - via mutual exchange.



Social landlords are playing their part in tackling reduced mobility. Organisations like Circle
operate national mobility schemes with thousands of tenants raided. Circle and others
commit significant resources to helping tenants access employment, training and advice.
The National Housing Federation has calculated that housing associations invest £750
million annually in communities which help improve tenants’ life chances.



Without commitment by Government to reduce the yawning wealth and income gap, to
invest in community-based employment and training, to enable low income households to
accumulate assets and to build significantly more social housing, mobility of all kinds for
tenants is unlikely to improve and their life chances remain poorer than those in other
tenures.
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Introduction
This research findings bulletin is based on the initial findings of a research project between the
Circle Group of housing associations and the Human City Institute (HCI). Following on from a
previous collaboration between Circle and HCI in 2010, that reviewed geographical mobility in
social housing (Gulliver, 2010), the current research has opened out to explore the wider state
of mobility in the UK covering economic and social, inter-tenure and geographical elements,
their interconnectedness and how they relate to social housing tenants.
Alongside, the research reviews some of the actions taken by social housing providers
individually and the social housing sector generally in promoting greater mobility of various
kinds. The work of the Circle Group is especially relevant within this context since the Group has
adopted an ambitious corporate mission to ‘enhance life chances’ of tenants.
The initial findings of the research were used to inform a joint submission from the Circle Group
and HCI to the Social Mobility and Social Housing (SMASH) Taskforce established in Parliament
by Lord Best and supported by the Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) and the Local
Government Association. The SMASH Taskforce reported in June with a launch at the CIH
conference in Manchester.
The Taskforce report centred upon the extent to which being a social tenant hinders social
mobility per se and how the community investment programmes of many social landlords help
to improve social mobility in the sector. However, the interplay between social mobility,
geographical mobility, ability of tenants to move into home ownership and their wider control
of assets was beyond the scope of the Taskforce remit. The joint research between the Circle
Group and HCI, then, seeks to fill this knowledge gap by exploring the mobility landscape.

Methods
The research was based on a number information sources:


A review of key literature relevant to debates around social mobility.



The 20,000 interview surveys of social housing tenants undertaken by the Tenant Services
Authority in 2008/09 (with some updating and weighting where appropriate - for example
incomes data).



An analysis of continuous recording (CORE) data of lettings by social landlords over the last
15 years.



Focus groups with tenants in different parts of the country as part of HCI’s ‘New Visions for
Social Housing’ research theme.

Policy Backdrop
Mobility of various forms - economic, social, geographical and between tenures - and linkages
between them, are growing in importance in national policy debates. Last year, the Coalition
Government appointed former Labour Cabinet Minister Alan Milburn as Chair of the Social
Mobility and Child Poverty Commission to study inter-generational social mobility and the role
of the education system. As mentioned above, the SMASH Taskforce has reported on the links
between social mobility and social housing.
The National Home Swap Scheme was established by former Housing Minister Grant Shapps
MP, alongside a handful of housing associations, aiming to enable more than 250,000
households living in overcrowded social housing, and a further 430,000 unable to easily
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downsize from larger properties, to mutually exchange, so improving geographical mobility.
Inter-tenure mobility is also being more actively promoted through a reinvigorated Right to Buy
(RtB) with more attractive discounts to encourage social tenants to move into home
ownership.
The Government has also enshrined social mobility as a policy goal in its Housing Strategy ‘Laying the Foundations’ - published in November 2011. The main focus and overarching
approach of the Housing Strategy is:
‘to deliver new homes and support the social mobility and aspirations of tenants
and communities’.
Having set the policy scene, the bulletin now moves on to discussed each of the four mobility
elements in turn in the following pages. In the concluding paragraphs some of the
connectedness of the four elements is explored.

Social Mobility
Social mobility - or more accurately economic mobility - moving up the ladder in employment,
status and income terms - has stalled in the UK relative to other major industrial countries. Rich
parents still tend to have rich children and poor parents poor children. Research by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 2010 demonstrated
that children born in poorer families in the UK have a greater chance of having similar low
incomes as their parents than their counterparts in other western nation. The chances of young
people from less well-off families in the UK enjoying higher wages or accessing higher
education than their parents are relatively low. As chart (1) below illustrates, mobility is
particularly low in France, Italy, the United States and the United Kingdom, while mobility in the
Nordic countries, Australia and Canada is comparatively higher.

Chart (1) - Earnings Mobility between Young People & their Parents:
International Comparisons
(Source: OECD (2010)]
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The London School of Economics (2012) has shown that more equal countries, like those in
Scandinavia, have greater levels of social mobility. As income and wealth inequalities have
widened in the UK and the USA over the last thirty years, social mobility has slowed. The LSE
concludes that the UK has the least socially mobile population of the G7 group of industrialised
economies which is linked to widening inequality between the wealthiest and the poorest. The
proportion of total UK wealth owned by the top 1 per cent, at about 20 per cent, is now back
to levels not seen since the end of World War One.
Key factors affecting social mobility are employment and income levels, control of assets,
access to affordable credit, intergenerational transmission of wealth, skills and support, and
access to education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels, Unfortunately, social housing
tenants score badly on all of these factors suggesting that social mobility will remain beyond all
but a minority. For example, according to the TSA survey:


Employment Status ~ Only 36 per cent of heads of households in the social housing sector
are economically active of whom just 25 per cent are in full-time work. Less than 1 per cent
are in full-time education.



Tenants’ Incomes ~ The majority of tenants have net total household incomes below the
national median wage (gross) of £26,000. Sixty-six per cent have incomes below £16,400
and 43 per cent have incomes below £10,400.



Access to Assets ~ Two thirds of social housing tenants have no savings at all. Of those who
do, almost half have less than £1,000. The average home owner has at least 100 times more
assets than the average social housing tenant.

Since many low income households live in social housing, stalled upwards social mobility is
likely to have a disproportionate effect. Over the last thirty years, according to the General
Household Surveys, economic activity in social housing has declined from about half of all
tenants to about one third, which fits with the TSA survey. And the proportion of tenants in
professional and managerial employment has halved.
In a longitudinal study of social housing since the Second World War to the early 2000s, the
Smith Institute (2008) tracked changes to social housing as an increasingly residualised tenure
which has adversely affected tenants’ life chances in terms of employment, education, social
mobility and welfare dependency. As the authors conclude:
‘In tracking the relationship between housing and people’s circumstances and other
life outcomes, the link between social housing and deprivation is not inevitable. Social
housing was until the mid-1960s the tenure of choice for many. However, socioeconomic and cultural factors have reshaped the housing market and social housing
policy has been disconnected from our efforts elsewhere to improve people’s life
chances. The depressing conclusion is that social housing has become an indicator of
risk for adult life chances, above and beyond what might be expected.’
Access to primary and secondary education is increasingly determined by an ability to
compete in the home ownership market. And access to tertiary education for those on low
incomes has been curbed by increases in University fees and the abolition of the Education
Maintenance Allowance.
The economic slowdown in the UK, the resulting austerity and welfare reforms enacted and yet
to arrive, may have, or will, significant effects on social mobility in social housing. Recent
research (Gulliver 2012) tracks how tenants’ incomes, already low at less than £9,000 per
annum on average (based on CORE lettings trends), have lost at least 10 per cent of their
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purchasing power since the Credit Crunch hit. This equates to a total loss of real terms income
circulating in social housing communities of more than £3bn since 2008. This fall in purchasing
power has resulted from above inflation increases in necessities, such as food and fuel, which
take up disproportionate amounts of tenants’ incomes. Reforms of welfare already
announced will remove a further £2bn from tenants’ pockets by 2015. The Chancellor’s
pegging of in-work benefit upgrades to just 1 per cent per year for the next three years, will see
the value of tenants’ incomes slip further behind, which will, in turn, batten down social
mobility even further.

Inter-Tenure Mobility
Inter-tenure mobility can aid both social and geographical mobility. Moves from one tenure to
another (especially from social or private renting to home ownership) cannot only improve
geographical mobility (to take-up work for instance) but also provide tenants with access to
assets via equity. Inter-tenure mobility, however, has ground to a halt against the backdrop of
reversals in the long-run growth of home ownership (from 59 to 69 per cent between 1978 and
2008) to around 65 per cent today [see chart (2) over the page).
The UK’s housing market has been severely and adversely affected by the international credit
crunch. The slowdown in the housing market has been dramatic over the last four years - the
number of house sales has fallen by three quarters per year. This trend has been exacerbated
by a dramatic reduction in the number of mortgage advances by banks and building
societies over the period.
The consequence for social housing tenants is that movement into home ownership to satisfy
their changing housing requirements has become more difficult, even for those who can
notionally afford to do so. Despite reductions in house prices, the cost of buying a home
remains about double what it was a decade ago, as the maps on pages 7 and 8 illustrate.
Therefore, moving into home ownership remains beyond the means of the vast majority of
social housing tenants.
These wider housing market changes are reflected in the reduced capacity of social housing
tenants to meet their changing housing requirements by moving into home ownership, despite
the introduction of a range of new low-cost home ownership initiatives over the last decade.
Whereas 1.3 per cent of social housing tenants moved into home ownership in 1997, today this
is just 0.2 per cent.
The Coalition Government has attempted to rejuvenate the Right to Buy (RtB) in council
housing by increasing discounts to tenants which declined under the previous Labour
Government. However, as chart (3) over the page demonstrates, that the reasoning behind
this ‘reinvigoration’ is flawed; namely that it was reduced discounts rather than the Credit
Crunch that collapsed the RtB.
Since 1980 when the RtB was introduced, a rounded-up 971,000 sales were processed under
Margaret Thatcher's government (an annual average of 97,000), 316,000 under John Major (an
average of 45,000) and 487,000 under the two Labour administrations from 1997 onwards
(averaging 35,000 yearly).
Over the thirty years, however, sales have drifted up and down. For example, the highpoint for
the scheme was in its first flush with 167,000 sales in England during 1983 followed by a
downwards movement with 72,000 sales recorded in 1986. An upwards trend was reestablished in the wake of the 'Lawson Boom' so that by the end of the 1980s 136,000 sales
were processed.
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Chart (2) - Percentage Change in Tenure (In England 1979-2011)
[DCLG Live Tables (2010]]
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Chart (3) - Social Sector RtB Sales (1980-2011)
[Source: Department of Communities & Local Government (2011) Live Tables]
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Then, during the recession of the early 1990s, sales declined to a low point of 32,000 in 1995. An
upwards trend returned during the long boom from 1996 onwards with the largest number of
sales since 1991 - 70,000 - processed in 2003; a full four years after Labour reduced RtB
discounts. Sales only actually dipped to a trickle of 3,000 annually in the wake of the financial
crisis from 2008 onwards. Excluding the Credit Crunch years, the average number of sales
between 1998 and 2007 averaged 44,000.
So it is clear from this evidence that the Credit Crunch was the key factor in significantly
reduced RtB sales. Against this backdrop, the RtB scheme was been revamped in the teeth of
a stagnant economy, a stalled housing market, persistent affordability problems in home
ownership and private renting, ballooning waiting lists and growing homelessness.
Moreover, and in the context of providing social tenants more options to move within social
housing, replacement of sold council homes using capital receipts is unlikely to be on a onefor-one basis and, since housing is inelastic in supply, there is likely to be a delay in
replacement activity even if large numbers of sales are achieved.

Geographical Mobility (Intra-Tenure Mobility in Social Housing)
Joint research between the Circle Group and the Human City Institute, firstly in 2010 and the
current research currently, has established links between geographical and social mobility in
social housing and the costs of this reduced mobility to the economy and the welfare system.
These costs are estimated now as at up to £1 billion annually of which about 30 per cent is
linked to reduced labour market mobility because of a lack of social housing - both in terms of
new supply and lettings to current tenants. For example, over the last fifteen years, the totality
of social housing in England has fallen by 500,000 to stand at 3.9 million homes today. Last year
there were 150,000 fewer lettings to current tenants through transfer and exchange than in
1996 [see charts (4) and 95) over the page]. The opportunities for tenants to move home have
consequently been severely curtailed.
We can be estimate that around one in five social housing tenants want to move home. This
translates into an estimated 800,000 tenant households. Around 80 per cent of those tenants
wanting to move wished to remain in the social rented sector. Subtracting actual, annual
lettings to current tenants (at 50,000), this leaves a potential unmet need of 600,000 tenant
households who wish to move for a variety of reasons.
The South-East and London have some of the largest proportions of tenants wishing to move
and the most pronounced overcrowding and poor housing within inner city wards where
much of social (and lower quality private rented) housing is located. Tenants mainly say they
want to move because of property criteria (at 49 per cent) followed by neighbourhood
criteria (at 32 per cent), location criteria (at 29 per cent), see maps on pages 11 and 12
Current home being too small for their needs was identified by 26 per cent of tenants as being
the main reason for wanting a move, whereas just five per cent indicated that it is because
their home is too large. Only 8 per cent said that they wanted a smaller home. A further 10 per
cent cite lack of a garden and 8 per cent list property unsuitability criteria, such as a need for
repairs, modernisation or storage space (TSA 2009).
The second major group of reasons for tenants wishing to move relates to neighbourhood
factors, with 15 per cent of tenants citing crime and anti-social behaviour as the main
neighbourhood-based reason for wanting to move, followed by problems with neighbours (at
12 per cent) and a poor local environment (at 5 per cent). Locational factors are stressed by
29 per cent of tenants of which 15 per cent wanted to move to be closer to family or friends.
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Chart (4) - % Lettings by LOCAL AUTHORITIES to Existing Tenants
(From CLG Live Tables 1996-2011/CORE Data 2012]
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Chart (5) - % Lettings by HOUSING ASSOCIATIONS to Existing Tenants
(From CLG Live Tables 1996-2011/CORE Data 2012)
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Conclusions
It is clear that mobility of all types - economic and social, inter-tenure and geographical intratenure in social housing - have stalled significantly in the last thirty years with acceleration in
the last decade or so, especially in geographical mobility. Both international and intergenerational studies in the UK underline this finding.
Being born in social housing in particular is now a key indicator of reduced social and
geographical mobility when compared to home ownership (although geographical mobility in
home ownership is less than it was a decade ago because of reduced sales activity due to the
aftermath of the Credit Crunch). Despite efforts by all recent governments to explore the
reasons behind reduced mobility and to tackle key factors, there seems little likelihood that
mobility will be improved in the foreseeable future without significant investment and
addressing underlying inequalities.
Social landlords are playing their part in tackling reduced mobility of course. Organisations like
Circle operate national mobility schemes with thousands of tenants registered and aided.
Others commit significant resources to helping tenants into work and in offering independent
money advice. The National Housing Federation through its neighbourhood audit has
calculated that housing associations invest £750 million annually in communities of which one
third goes on employment and enterprise, education and skills, and financial inclusion projects,
all of which help improve tenants’ life chances.
However, the conclusion to be drawn is that without commitment by Government to reduce
the yawning wealth and income gap, to invest in community-based employment and training,
to enable low income households to accumulate assets and to build significantly more social
housing, mobility of all kinds for tenants is unlikely to improve and their life chances remain
poorer than those in other tenures.

The analyses above and the views expressed in the Bulletin are those of the author.
Kevin Gulliver - Director, Human City Institute
31st November 2012
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About the Human City Institute
The Human City Institute (HCI) is an independent and charitable ‘thinktank’ undertaking
research into ‘human city’ issues. This involves identifying barriers to the creation of more
successful settlements generally, but covering housing, health, the environment, community
development, ethnicity and faith specifically, in relation to the nature, extent and spatial
distribution of socio-economic exclusion, and how they are interwoven with policy
development. HCI also seeks to map how community cohesion can be improved through
localised service delivery and via social investment and enterprise approaches. In short, HCI
investigates urban exclusion and promotes solutions to enhance the futures of the most
disadvantaged groups in our complex and diverse cities.

About the Circle Group
The Circle Group is one of the UK’s leading providers of affordable housing. With a dedicated
team of more than 2,200 staff, Circle manages over 60,000 homes, and provides care and
support services for around 200,000 people across the UK. Circle Anglia's mission is to enhance
the Life Chances of its residents by providing great homes and reliable services, and building
sustainable communities. Providing general needs, sheltered and supported housing, Circle
Anglia also delivers a range of responsive care, support and maintenance services. The Group
build new homes, including affordable homes for rent and shared ownership, together with
market rent, private sale and commercial properties, which enables Circle Anglia to fund
further affordable housing programmes. In 2009 Circle Anglia created 1,700 new homes,
providing thousands of people with a new place to live. Circle strives to create sustainable
communities and run robust community development programmes in the areas in which it
operates. Tackling unemployment and the financial inclusion of residents is a key focus,

HUMAN CITY INSTITUTE
(Registered Charity No. 1073215)
239 Holliday Street Birmingham B1 1SJ
T 01384 230849 M 07837 576071 E human.city@btinternet.com
www.humancity.org.uk
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