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Social mobility is creating 

dustbin Britain 
Matthew Parris 

The widening gap in life expectancy between rich and poor may be a 

consequence of our drive for improvement 
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Buried in a new report by the Office for National Statistics is an arresting sentence. 

We’ll come to it soon. It’s in a section about how strikingly London’s life 

expectancy is going up. Because in some parts of the country longevity is actually 

decreasing. 

And of course, it’s upon this last point that reports dwelt this week. As ever, people 

with axes to grind have pounced on the possibility that “austerity,” NHS cuts or 

growing problems with social care were to blame. 
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But from plumbing to political commentary, a lesson I’ve learnt painfully over the 

years is that a single big effect is not necessarily the result of a single big cause. 

The coincidence of many unspectacular and unrelated things can produce a 

spectacular result. 

So I’m far from denying that better social care, more generous welfare benefits or 

more money for the NHS would help narrow the gap between wealthier areas like 

Kensington and Chelsea in London and more deprived areas like Blackpool. 

In Kensington a newborn baby boy can expect to live 83.3 years; in Blackpool that 

would be 74.7 years. Not only is this gap growing, but in more than a dozen local 

authority areas longevity is actually falling: male longevity in urban Hartlepool has 

reduced by about a year; likewise female longevity in Amber Valley in Derbyshire 

near where I live. Yet in London overall, life expectancy is rising much faster than 

the national average. 

The fact that, nationally, life expectancy is increasing makes the decrease in the 

most deprived parts of England and Wales all the crueller. This contrast had 

already caught my attention when I stumbled across the sentence mentioned at the 

start of this column. It’s to be found in the section of the ONS report headlined 

“London has experienced the most rapid increase in newborn life expectancy”. 

Discussing reasons, the report’s authors remark: “It is also possible that there is a 

selective migration of healthy individuals from deprived areas to London for 

employment or other economic reasons.” 

Could it, then, be that longevity is increasing in the more economically successful 

parts of our country not despite the fact that it is falling in more deprived areas but 

because it’s falling there? Have failing regions of Britain been exporting their 

healthier achievers to the places that are already succeeding, with a consequent 

widening of the gap in life expectancy? 



Could it be (and I don’t mean to be unkind but the truth may be harsh) that in the 

most struggling parts of Britain, most of the individuals with get-up-and-go will 

have got up and gone by now? If so, this has disturbing implications for those left 

behind. It is likely to depress the surroundings, opportunities, peer-group, and 

quality of education at home and in school, facing that notional baby girl or boy 

beloved of statistical reports on longevity. I am talking here (eugenicists, back off) 

about nurture; not nature or genetics. 

It is significant that Public Health England, the health watchdog, latched on to the 

ONS findings with such interest. Healthcare is an important factor in longevity, 

and so is lifestyle. Smoking, diet, obesity and lack of exercise are major influences 

on life expectancy; so are the more psychological consequences of fulfilment or 

frustration at home or in the workplace. The correlation between deprived 

neighbourhoods, clinical depression and unhealthy lifestyles is too marked to 

ignore. Unemployment kills. 

Might an unintended consequence of the loss of manufacturing and mining coupled 

with the decline of the class system and increases in the mobility of labour — all 

those cultural changes we call “upward social mobility” — be a corresponding 

increase in downward social mobility? I’m hardly warning of an influx of Old 

Etonians into “sink” estates, but of the possibility that “ladders out” of deprivation, 

if climbed, have consequences for those who do not take them as well as those who 

do. I would never use a word like “residue” for an individual human being — 

every human being has the possibility of defying the odds — but I wonder whether 

we have accidentally created self-reinforcing pockets of deprivation that have 

something of the residual about them? What has the sale of council houses done to 

the status of those who didn’t buy? 

If you keep sifting out the ambitious, brave, energetic or talented and removing 

them geographically from the local mix, there must be an effect on the community 

they leave behind. After the 1944 Education Act it would be interesting to compare 



the proportion of grammar school pupils and university graduates who died far 

from their birthplace with the proportion of secondary-modern pupils and non-

graduates who did the same. 

My own party, the Conservatives, shares with a strain of liberalism present in all 

parties the notion that social reform is a kind of helicoptering-out of those who will 

raise their eyes to the possibility of greater things. Such thinking, a sort of TED-

talk “you can do it” philosophy, then proceeds to the comforting conclusion that by 

providing “opportunities for all” we have discharged our social obligations. Those 

who will not take these opportunities we consider undeserving. Our focus is very 

much on the bright girl or boy or hardworking apprentice or family who need “a 

hand up, not a hand-out”. Such an attitude has the merit (for us) not only of salving 

our consciences as we hurry past grim tower blocks or pass addicts in the street, 

but of being very much cheaper than trying to lift the condition of whole pockets of 

economic and social failure, whole communities of those we can now dismiss, 

sometimes accurately, as feckless. 

I am not sure there’s another way — not one we can afford in a competitive world. 

I simply observe that if we say to people in the grislier parts of our country “raise 

your game, you don’t have to live in this place”, what are we saying to those who 

stay? Die young? 

 

 


