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The reversal of ‘white flight’ 

This paper describes dramatic shifts to the ethno-cultural geography of the UK. It looks at 

how the demographics of British communities have changed since 2011 – exploring, in 

particular, the interplay between cities and their surrounding areas. 

The Origins data which we have used to do this is updated every three months. This has 

allowed us to observe the changes described below in ‘real time’. We have remarked on 

them on several previous occasions – including on the political implications they point 

towards.1 And we have worked with a number of authorities to understand the changes in 

detail, and to support their cohesion work in planning for the shifts taking place. 

As the 2021 census is now being carried out, we wanted to set out the shifts that have 

occurred nationally in the past decade, as a way of foregrounding the likely findings. 

 

Key findings 

 The UK’s non-White British (non-WB) population – those whose heritage is not Anglo-

Saxon or Celtic – increased by 3.16 percentage points between March 2011 and 

March 2021. It now comprises 18.71% of the UK adult population. 

 The fastest growing groups are those of Pakistani/ Kashmiri ancestry, followed by 

those with Romanian origins and those with Hindu Indian heritage. Migration from 

the E8 Accession states appears to have stabilised, with the Polish population actually 

very slightly down from the 2011 numbers. 

 Significant geographical variations exist here. Muslim south Asian heritage groups 

tend to settle in parts of the north west with large existing south Asian diasporas. 

Eastern European groups often move to predominantly white East of England towns. 

 Inner parts of UK core cities have seen what amounts to a dramatic reversal of ‘white 

flight’, with younger white British groups increasingly settling in diverse urban areas. 

Inner London boroughs, in particular, have seen their non-WB populations rise by just 

0.85 percentage points – barely a quarter of the UK average increase. 

 Some Inner London boroughs have now actually begun to see non-WB populations 

fall, bucking the national trend. Westminster, Camden, Southwark, Lambeth and 

Kensington and Chelsea have all seen their non-WB populations shrink in proportional 

terms by 1 percentage point or more since 2011. 

 Outer London boroughs, by contrast, have seen non-WB populations grow at nearly 

twice the national average – so too the authorities surrounding the capital. Barking 

and Dagenham, Redbridge, Havering, Hillingdon and Harrow are the most rapidly 

diversifying London boroughs. Luton, Watford, Slough, Thurrock and Milton Keynes 

are the fastest changing surrounding areas. 

 The same patterns occur in Manchester and Birmingham, as well as in smaller cities, 

such as Bristol, Leicester and Bradford, albeit in much less pronounced ways. 

                                                           
1 https://webberphillips.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Red-Walls-falling-Webber-Phillips-Nov-2020.pdf 
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 We attribute this geographical realignment to three overlapping factors: 

o New migrant arrivals choosing cheaper, commutable areas on the outskirts of 

big cities to settle, thanks to prohibitive housing costs in city centres; 

o Established and relatively economically successful British groups of non-WB 

heritage, moving out of big cities in order to buy better properties; 

o Poorer non-WB heritage social renters effectively being ‘displaced’ from inner-

cities, thanks to changes to the housing benefit system during the 2010s. 

 These findings have major implications for cohesion planning and pressure on 

services. They could also potentially impact on social and political questions.  

 Additionally, on the basis of the approach used in this report, we note that: 

o The use of a methodology other than self-completion/ census figures has 

allowed a ‘moving’ picture of the national demography. With change 

happening so fast, this offers a different dimension to the one-off snapshots 

provided by a survey or census. 

o The granular name analysis used by Origins offers a far greater degree of 

nuance and accuracy than terms like ‘white other’, which are used on many 

forms. This is especially important given the Sewell Commission’s recent 

criticisms of the term ‘BAME’. 
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1) About Origins 

Origins is a name recognition tool, developed by Webber Phillips. The tool is used across the 

public, private and third sectors, including by a number of government agencies. It is built 

upon a database of 1.3m unique forenames and 4.0m unique surnames. 

The attribution of names varies between cultures – sometimes occurring based on national 

borders, sometimes by faith and sometimes by language. Origins identifies 11 core categories 

(e.g. East European names), 40 sub-categories of names (e.g. Baltic names) and about 200 

specific classifications (e.g. Lithuanian names). We mainly use sub-categories in this paper. 

Appendix A has further details about the methodology. 

 

2) ‘Non White British’ 

As the Sewell Report pointed out, terms such as BAME are insufficient in understanding the 

composition of society, or in grasping the complex nature of diversity in modern Britain.2 A 

weakness of other existing methods, meanwhile – and of survey-based modes of collection 

more generally – is that they create areas of confusion between ethnicity and nationality.3 

In this document we use non-White British (non-WB) as our metric. Non-WB describes all of 

those with names not of Anglo-Saxon or Celtic heritage. This includes migrant groups, such as 

those with Polish names, as well as UK-born people of colour, such as British Asian residents. 

Taken together, the non-WB proportion is a strong proxy for how diverse an area is. 

 

We find that overall, during the decade since the last census, the proportion in the UK with 

non-WB names has increased by 3.16 percentage points. Chart 1 shows the composition of 

                                                           
2 Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities: The Report, Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities, March 
2021. P.32.  
3 https://webberphillips.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/How-accurate-is-NHS-ethnicity-data-REPORT-April-
2021.pdf 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/974507/20210331_-_CRED_Report_-_FINAL_-_Web_Accessible.pdf


 
 

4 
 

this increase, across the 40 or so Origins sub-categories within the non-WB grouping. We can 

see that the biggest rises have happened among those with Pakistani/Kashmiri and Romanian 

names. 

Other changes are also striking, including the relatively low increases in the proportion from 

EU8 accession states – as opposed to that from the EU2 nations. The proportion with Polish 

names has in fact fallen slightly since 2011. 

 

3) Geographical variations 

While these increases are significant, in terms of understanding changes in the past decade, 

the most notable findings within our analysis are the shifts in the geographical distribution of 

non-WB groups across the country. 

Chart 2 again shows the percentage point shift in the size of the specific Origins sub-

categories (focusing on 28 larger or faster changing groups). It reveals that, beneath the 

respective top-line figures, there are very significant variations between places. 

For instance, the Nigerian heritage population rose by 0.07 percentage points nationally. But 

this overall figure masks an increase of 0.76 points in the place with the fastest-growing 

Nigerian population, Bexley. This compares with a fall of 1.24 points in Newham, where the 

Nigerian population is decreasing quickest. Appendix 2 includes the fastest and slowest 

growing local authorities for each of the Origins groupings in Chart 2. 

 

The sites of change across the UK here are really interesting in general, showing very specific 

patterns of migration. The most rapid 2010s increases in the proportion with Baltic names 

occurred immediately around The Wash, for example, in the local authorities of Boston, 
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Peterborough, King's Lynn and West Norfolk and South Holland. Pakistani and Kashmiri 

migration occurred fastest in areas where Muslim south Asian populations are already large – 

such as in Bradford, Luton and Pendle. 

 

4) The reversal of ‘white flight’ 

The starkest geographical change that we find, compared with 2011, relates to the diversity 

of the UK’s core cities. It would appear, during the last ten years, that we have essentially 

seen a reversal of the so-called ‘white flight’ that took places a generation or so ago, whereby 

white British residents moved out of diverse inner-cities. This represents a major structural 

change, and is one which we expect to emerge from the 2021 census. 

As the UK’s largest, richest, least equal and most diverse conurbation, London has seen this 

pattern in a particularly pronounced way. Chart 3 shows the size, in 2011, of the non-WB 

populations in Inner London, Outer London and the authority areas immediately surrounding 

the capital. And Chart 4 shows, for the same three groups of authorities, the 2011-21 

percentage point increase in the size of non-WB populations. 

 

We can see that Inner London was, in 2011, the most diverse of the three, that Outer London 

was the second most diverse, and that the surrounding areas were much closer to the UK 

average. 

However, Chart 4 demonstrates that increases in the past decade do not follow the same 

pattern. Inner London is changing at a completely different pace to Outer London, with the 

former barely diversifying at all and the latter changing very quickly. Inner London’s non-WB 

population grew at barely a quarter of the speed of the UK as a whole, whereas Outer 

London’s grew at nearly twice the national average. 
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In essence, Inner London has become increasingly white, with housing costs meaning that 

new migrants and established non-WB communities alike now tend to look outside the 

capital for good job prospects and affordable homes. 

This pattern is most pronounced in the central London boroughs of Westminster, Camden, 

Southwark, Lambeth and Kensington and Chelsea. These are among a small handful of British 

authorities that have bucked the national trend and seen their non-WB populations fall, 

proportionally, since 2011. 

 

Meanwhile, suburbs and satellite towns bordering Greater London are seeing levels of 

change that are similar to Outer London, despite much smaller non-WB populations to start 

with. These places have increasingly become the destinations of choice for groups who are 

traditionally more associated with places like Brixton, Notting Hill, Harlesden and Tottenham. 

Five fastest diversifying Outer London 
Boroughs  

2011 non-WB %  2011-21 % point 
increase 

UK position for 
non-WB increase 

1. Barking and Dagenham 39.55 9.69 1st 

2. Redbridge 54.10 8.05 3rd 

3. Havering 14.50 7.81 9th 

4. Hillingdon 37.92 7.49 11th 

5. Harrow 58.28 7.41 15th 

    

Five fastest diversifying areas surrounding 
London 

2011 non-WB % 2011-21 % point 
increase 

UK position for 
non-WB increase 

1. Luton 40.35 8.05 2nd 

2. Watford 29.93 7.81 5th 

3. Slough 52.59 7.49 13th 

4. Thurrock 17.01 7.41 14th 

5. Milton Keynes 21.32 7.37 20th 
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The fastest changing Outer London boroughs and surrounding authorities are shown, 

respectively, in the table above. (Appendix C lists the councils we have classified as Inner, 

Outer and surrounding London). 

Maps 1 and 2 show, to local authority and ward level, respectively, the 2011-21 increase in 

the share of the population that is non-WB in Greater London. 
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5) Diversity in the suburbs 

These patterns are not restricted to London, although they are far more pronounced in the 

capital. At the same time as the movement of non-white communities from Inner to Outer 

London has taken place, there have been substantial increases in the non-WB populations in 

other city suburbs.  

Map 3 shows, for the UK, the increase in the non-WB population, to district level. We can see 

that most changes occur around areas of urban sprawl, but are no longer concentrated in 

central city hubs. 

Just as socially mobile people of black African heritage have, for some time now, been 

moving out of Lambeth, Southwark and Lewisham and into Greenwich, Bexley and Dartford, 

members of Leicester’s Hindu and Sikh communities have been relocating to the 

neighbouring Oadby and Wigston and Charnwood districts. 

Map 4, meanwhile, shows non-WB increases in Manchester, to ward level. It follows a similar 

pattern to London, although the present sites of change are much closer in than they are in 

the capital. Map 5 shows the situation in the West Midlands, where some of the same 

changes occur in Birmingham and Coventry city centres, although in less pronounced ways. 

The centres of these large UK cities are still diversifying, so – with the exception of their most 

central wards – it is not the case that the council areas covering Manchester or Birmingham 

have stabilised in the same way as Inner London has. 
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Both cities are continuing to see non-WB rises. But what is noticeable is that surrounding 

areas are catching up fast. Rochdale, Oldham and Bolton have seen non-WB rises that are 

faster than Manchester itself, for example – from a start-point that is significantly lower (as 

the subsequent table shows). 

Greater Manchester authorities 
 

Non-WB % 2011 Non-WB % point 
increase 2011-21 

Oldham 17.94 6.58 

Bolton 16.94 5.54 

Rochdale 17.34 5.02 

Manchester 30.21 4.49 

Salford 15.38 3.15 

Bury 14.75 2.98 

Tameside 10.45 2.85 

Trafford 15.37 2.82 

Stockport 9.62 2.65 

Wigan 5.53 1.46 

Similar dynamics occur in most of Britain’s major cities, such as Bristol, Leicester and 

Bradford. 

Also worth noting are the changes taking place in smaller cities, with large student 

populations and high house prices. Cambridge Oxford, Bath and York all saw their non-WB 

populations flat-line or fall during the 2011-21 timescale, despite a period of significant rises 

nationally. In Scotland, the same pattern is also apparent, with Edinburgh and Glasgow both 

seeing almost no change in their non-WB populations. 
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We would hypothesise that there are three potential reasons for the diversification of 

suburbs and small towns outside major cities: 

 New migrant arrivals choosing cheaper, commutable areas on the outskirts of big 

cities to settle, thanks to high housing costs in city centres; 

 Established and relatively economically successful British groups of non-WB heritage, 

moving out of big cities in order to buy better properties; 

 Poorer non-WB heritage social renters effectively being ‘displaced’ from inner-cities 

as a result of changes to the housing benefit system during the 2010s. 

The diversification of the suburbs could have significant impacts both on community 

cohesion and service pressure. It will need to be managed carefully and communicated well. 

It potentially represents a very large social and political alignment in the UK – one which was 

already underway by 2011, but has accelerated dramatically in the 2010s.  
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Appendix A – further explanation of methodology 

Origins analyses both forenames and surnames, attributing a confidence score for each and 

weighting certain categories of names. It has been tested extensively and is able to assess, 

with a high degree of granularity, the ethno-cultural make-up of a given group of names.4 The 

larger the sample, the higher the degree of accuracy. 

The use of names, meanwhile, allows decision-makers to obtain information for more 

discrete categories. We can identify the proportion of residents that are ethnically Albanian, 

for instance – rather than relying on the nebulous census category ‘white other’. 

The advantage of the tool is thus that it is able to offer greater coverage, consistency and 

ease than regular sampling. Analysis can be carried out at LSOA or postcode level, where 

needed. 

Clearly no predictive system is likely to be able to predict the ethnicity of an adult with 100% 

accuracy from their name. However at the level of detail such as ‘South Asian’, ‘Black 

African’, ‘Eastern European’ or ‘Turkish’ the accuracy is very high. 

We access commercially available data and weight it based on ONS population estimates, to 

look at the makeup of Britain’s adult population. This allows us a comparison of the personal 

and family names of virtually all adults living in Britain in March 2011 and March 2021. 

Clearly the heritage of not every British adult can be accurately inferred from their name, but 

overall if the percentage of British adults with Romanian names has increased three-fold over 

this period then it is reasonable to infer that the proportion of British adults of Romanian 

heritage is likely to have increased by a not dissimilar amount. 

 

  

                                                           
4 In order to comply with GDPR regulations and current COPI protocols Origins codes are only held against 
anonymised records. In other words no inferred ethnicity data is held against recognisable individuals. 
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Appendix B – specific authorities 

Specific non-WB Origins groups Local Authority where group 
was proportionally largest in 
2011 

Local Authority where group 
was proportionally largest in 
2021 

Local authority where 
group grew fastest in % 
point terms between 2011-
21 

Local authority where group 
fell/ grew slowest in % point 
terms between 2011-21 

Non-WB combined Newham Newham Barking and Dagenham Kensington and Chelsea 

Spanish Kensington and Chelsea Kensington and Chelsea Haringey Westminster 

Portuguese or Brazilian Lambeth Lambeth Hounslow Breckland 

Polish Ealing Ealing Corby Ealing 

Baltic States Fenland Boston Boston Newham 

Albanian Camden Camden Camden South Derbyshire 

Formerly Yugoslav Corby Corby Enfield Cannock Chase 

Romanian Brent Harrow Harrow Isle of Anglesey 

Bulgarian, Russian or Ukrainian Westminster Boston Boston City of London 

Greek or Greek Cypriot Enfield Enfield Broxbourne Enfield 

Jewish Barnet Barnet Salford Barnet 

Nigerian Southwark Southwark Bexley Newham 

Ghanaian Newham Southwark Telford Newham 

Black South African Barking Newham Enfield Isle of Scilly 

Other Black African Southwark Southwark Tower Hamlets West Dunbartonshire 

North African Muslim Westminster Westminster Pendle Newham 

Somali Brent Brent Islington City of London 

Turkish Enfield Enfield Enfield Hackney 

Iranian Barnet Barnet Luton Westminster 

Pakistani and Kashmiri Slough Bradford Pendle Shetland Isles 

Bangladeshi Tower Hamlets Tower Hamlets Redbridge City of London 

Sikh Slough Wolverhampton Sandwell Slough 
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Hindu Indian Harrow Harrow Rushmoor Brent 

Tamil or Sri Lankan Harrow Harrow Sutton Newham 

Japanese Cambridge Barnet Crawley Camden 

Korean Kingston Kingston Waltham Forest Kingston-upon-Thames 

Mandarin Chinese Cambridge Cambridge Bexley Preston 

Cantonese Chinese Westminster Westminster Rushmoor Tower Hamlets 

Vietnamese Hackney Greenwich Woking Tower Hamlets 
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Appendix C – councils listed as Inner, Outer and surrounding London, for Charts 3 and 4* 

Inner Outer Surrounds/ commuter belt 

City of London Barking and Dagenham Basildon 

Camden Barnet Brentwood 

Hackney Bexley Broxbourne 

Hammersmith and Fulham Brent Buckinghamshire 

Haringey Bromley Chelmsford 

Islington Croydon Crawley 

Kensington and Chelsea Ealing Dartford 

Lambeth Enfield Elmbridge 

Lewisham Greenwich Epping Forest 

Newham Harrow Epsom and Ewell 

Southwark Havering Gravesham 

Tower Hamlets Hillingdon Harlow 

Wandsworth Hounslow Luton 

Westminster Kingston upon Thames Milton Keynes 

 Merton Reigate and Banstead 

 Redbridge Sevenoaks 

 Richmond upon Thames Slough 

 Sutton Southend-on-Sea 

 Waltham Forest Spelthorne 

  St Albans 

*With these we have aggregated together the total 

populations to identify overall non-WB level and 

change, rather than deducing the averages across all 

authorities.  

 

 Stevenage 

 Tandridge 

 Three Rivers 

 Thurrock 

 Tonbridge and Malling 

 Watford 

 Welwyn Hatfield 

 Woking 

 


