
THE REVERSAL OF ‘WHITE FLIGHT’
The distribution of Britain’s minority groups is changing in stark ways
The dynamics of ethnicity have shifted dramatically in Britain – with the diversification 
of city centres in previous decades having essentially gone into reverse since 2011. 
That’s according to a new report by Webber Phillips, in anticipation of the next Census 
coming out. It examines demographic change during 
the past 10 years.

The most dramatic findings are in London, the inner 
boroughs of which have seen their non-White British 
populations stabilise and in many cases fall. This is a 
unique phenomenon, which goes against the national 
demographic trends. As the chart shows, increases in the 
proportion not of white British heritage in inner London 
has increased by just 0.85 % points. That’s compared to 
an increase of 3.16 % Points for the UK as a whole.

Outer London and areas immediately on the 
edges of the city, meanwhile, are seeing a pace of 
change much faster than the rest of the UK. Similar 
patterns are identified in other big cities, but at a 
much earlier stage.
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IN OUR VIEW
The connotations of ‘urban’ are changing
A young actor, auditioning for a gritty TV drama, gives his 
performance the full ‘gangsta’ treatment. The panel look at each 
other and then ask, ‘Could you make it just a little more urban?’ 

Everybody instantly understands what is meant: they want the actor to adopt what 
they imagine to be a ‘black’ speech pattern and slang.

According to our analysis, these euphemisms must soon be rewritten. Not only is the 
inner city becoming ‘whiter’; it is also becoming wealthier. ‘White flight’ is in reverse 
and diverse centres are now sought after by white residents. At 
the same time, the suburbs are increasingly home to a more di-
verse population.

The policy implications of this are profound. On housing, 
for example, challenges in the suburbs will be amplified by the 
needs of communities for whom multigenerational living is the 
preferred way of life.

Our dataset also suggests that the bar has moved for employers. Many use the 
15% ‘non-white’ figure implied by the 2011 census to benchmark workforce data. But 
soon they will have to aim higher.

And the report shows that, next to the Pakistani population, it is white groups – 
and Romanians in particular – who are growing fastest. In the next decade it will seem 
outdated – even insulting – to treat all residents who are not dark-skinned as though 
they face the same challenges. The term ‘white’ now covers people who speak different 
languages and look to different parts of the world for their cultural traditions.

A decade ago, we talked speculatively about an age of ‘super-diversity’. Our 
analysis suggests that this era has arrived, but is intersecting in new ways with 
Britain’s economic geography. Shorthands like ‘urban’ and generalisations about 
‘white flight’will need to be re-thought.

The suburbs are 
increasingly home  
to a more diverse 
population

The report identifies three possible reasons:

• New migrant arrivals choosing cheaper, 
commutable areas on the outskirts of big 
cities, due to housing costs in urban centres;

• Second generation British groups of non-
White British heritage, moving out of big 
cities in order to buy better properties;

• Poorer non-white British heritage social renters being ‘displaced’ from 
inner-cities as a result of changes to housing benefits in the 2010s.

The changes imply that multicultural centres with a history of migration could become 
less diverse in future, as gentrification occurs, and that the new sites of demographic 
change will be smaller, more affordable and better connected towns. This has clear 
implications for cohesion and ‘levelling up’.  
  Full report  

Trevor Phillips
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https://webberphillips.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-reversal-of-white-flight-FINAL-REPORT.pdf
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?
The views of Scots living in England 
Scots living elsewhere in the United Kingdom should be allowed to vote in a second 
independence referendum. This is the argument which Cabinet Ministers are now  
making, according to a recent article 
in The Times.

Why shouldn’t they, many would 
ask? Brits living abroad were given a 
say on the 2016 EU Referendum, af-
ter all (as long as they had been out 
of the UK for fewer than 15 years). 
On the other hand, there will ob-
viously be suspicions that govern-
ment plans are politically motivat-
ed. Leading pollster Sir John Curtice 
predicts, in the original article, that 
Scots living in England could be sufficient to swing a referendum in favour of ‘No’.

How true is this and why is it the case? We did work in 2013 and 2014 using the 
Origins tool, to gauge the role of nationality and heritage in attitudes towards Scottish 
independence. Whilst one might imagine that many of those in England who have 
Scottish names by now have only a weak association with Scotland (David Cameron 
bears a Scottish surname, let’s not forget), our analysis revealed that 
the origin of your name was, in fact, highly predictive of your attitude 
to independence.

Thanks to the time at which the fieldwork was carried out, polling 
on both sides of the border revealed a sizeable support for the ‘No’ 
campaign and for the union. But there were major differences be-
tween Scottish residents with Scottish names and those with English 
or Welsh names. The poll lead for ‘No’ was 16 points among the for-
mer compared with 29 points among the latter. In other words Scots in Scotland were 
more likely than non-Scots in Scotland to back independence — perhaps unsurprisingly.

However, when it came to those living in England and Wales the pattern was 
reversed. The poll lead in sup-
port of the union was 41 points 
among respondents with Scot-
tish names living south of the 
border. This compared to 35 
points among respondents 
with English or Welsh names. 
In short, Scottish named peo-
ple living in England and 
Wales were more hostile to 
independence even than their 
non-Scottish counterparts.    

 Read the full blog
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http://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/let-scots-in-whole-of-uk-vote-on-independence-boris-johnson-is-urged-8d09pdxcl
https://richardwebber-70722.medium.com/who-should-be-eligible-to-vote-in-another-scottish-referendum-3dbefd1dd94f


ATTAINMENT AND PREDICTIVENESS
Our analysis on the self-identification and Origins 
Our recent report on educational attainment looked at whether 
self-identification or Origins analysis revealed greater disparities 
between ethnic minorities.

The study is based on the 2018 performance, in English and 
Maths, of 2,148 pupils in a London Borough. It looks at the cor-
relations between their KS2 grades and their ethnicity according 
to the Department for Education’s self-assessment coding. And it 
also looks at the link between grading and Origins classification.

We calculated, for both coding systems, a ‘predictiveness score’, based on how far 
the average ethnic group deviated from the average when it came to schools’ perfor-
mance. The higher the score, the greater the educational disparities exposed. 

One clearly cannot say which of the two systems we 
have tested is the more ‘accurate’ as a means of measuring 
of an individual’s ethnicity – which depends on individual 
identities. However, as the chart at the right shows, Origins 
produced higher predictiveness scores across both subjects. 

The tool is clearly spotting something which convention-
al methods are not. Hence, there is a real risk that the reli-
ance on self-identification for statistical analysis is damp-
ening the extent to which ethnic disparities are recognised. 

  Full report  

NEW FEATURES FOR ORIGINS
ONS Output Area Classification and IMD now included 
The most recent version of Origins, version 3.0, was launched in August 2021. It allows 
users to extend their understanding of a set of names and addresses by appending 
to each record two extra elements, in addition to the postcode classifications already 
available: ONS Output Area Classification and Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) score.

The Output Area Classification is one of a number of 
geodemographic classifications. Developed on behalf of ONS 
and based on statistics from the 2011 Census, it classifies 
each UK output area into one of 8 super groups, 15 groups 
and 24 sub-groups.

IMD is familiar to councils, as the system used to identify Britain’s poorest 
communities. Version 3 of our software appends a code between 1 and 10 to each record, 
where 1 represents the 10% of the country with the most pronounced deprivation (i.e. 
the poorest areas), and 10 represents the 10% with the least pronounced deprivation 
(i.e. the most affluent areas).

Both classifications cover the whole UK, although the IMD has separate systems for 
each of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. In each case they are based on 
the Lower Super Output level of geography and provide an additional dimension to the 
existing postcode functionalities.
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It allows users to extend  
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ON THE MAP

The map above shows, to district level, the Baltic-heritage population across England 
and Wales. It is taken from 2021 data, and is based on the prevalence of Baltic names 
in each authority. The findings are fascinating, showing an intense concentration of in 
the areas immediately bordering The Wash – in west Norfolk, north Cambridgeshire and 
south Lincolnshire. Over 4% of residents in Boston are of Baltic origin. 

Why this is may relate to the predominance of less skilled agricultural jobs in these 
areas. (It is probably just a coincidence that Kings Lynn has historic ties with the Baltic 
States, in the form of the Hanseatic League). But it is nevertheless fascinating to ob-
serve the very different settlement patterns of the UK’s migrant and migrant-heritage 
populations.
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Richard Webber is the originator of the postcode classification systems Acorn and Mosaic and 
is a former Director of Experian. He is a visiting professor at the University of Newcastle and a 
fellow of the Market Research Society.

Trevor Phillips is a writer and television producer, and was the founding chair of the Equality 
and Human Rights Commission. He chairs Index on Censorship and is a Senior Fellow at Policy 
Exchange think tank.
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