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W
H

A
T

 IS
 S

O
C

IA
L
 M

O
B

IL
IT

Y
?

Social m
obility is the link betw

een a person’s 
occupation or incom

e and the occupation 
or incom

e of their parents. W
here there 

is a strong link, there is a low
er level of 

social m
obility. W

here there is a w
eak link, 

there is a higher level of social m
obility.

(SO
CIAL M

O
BILITY CO

M
M

ISSIO
N

, 2020)

For exam
ple, this m

eans that if a person’s parents w
ere in 

a non-professional job but that person gained em
ploym

ent 
as a professional, then this w

ould constitute social m
obility 

because they w
ould have m

oved from
 a non-professional 

background into a professional role. This is im
portant 

for higher education providers as w
e know

 that:

Having graduated from
 university, students 

from
 disadvantaged backgrounds are 

less likely to go into professional jobs. 
(UUK SO

CIAL M
O

BILITY AD
VISO

RY GRO
UP, 2016)
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At M
iddlesex University w

e see clear evidence that higher 
and degree apprenticeships are attracting a diverse cohort of 
learners. 53%

 of our apprentices are fem
ale, 47%

 are from
 

BAM
E

1 groups and 72%
 are aged over 25 years. Retention 

rates
2 are also high - 93%

 overall: 97%
 retention for our Police 

Constable Degree Apprenticeship program
m

es. This is pretty 
am

azing given that these retention rates have been achieved 
in the context of the pandem

ic. Alongside im
proving diversity 

and high retention, higher education providers need to know
 if 

higher and degree apprenticeships are im
proving social m

obility.

The M
ove on Up study asked 1030 apprentices currently 

on program
m

e - including around 800 N
ursing Associates, 

Registered N
urses and Police Constables - about their 

social and econom
ic backgrounds, using a set of tested 

socio-econom
ic background m

easures. The study used 
their responses, alongside ‘participation of local areas’ 
(PO

LAR), Index of M
ultiple Deprivation (IM

D) and other 
anonym

ised data to exam
ine w

hat im
pact higher and degree 

apprenticeships at M
iddlesex have on social m

obility. 

As the vast m
ajority of higher education providers in 

England now
 provide higher and degree apprenticeships, 

it is also im
portant to know

 if this is m
aking a difference 

by enabling m
ore people w

ho have com
e from

 ‘low
 

higher education participation’, ‘non-professional’ and 
disadvantaged backgrounds to access professional careers. 
In other w

ords, are higher and degree apprenticeships 
helping to increase social m

obility and ‘levelling-up’?

The current approach for m
easuring social m

obility largely 
depends on PO

LAR and IM
D data w

hich are generalised 
m

easures based on geographical location. PO
LAR data m

easures 
the proportion of young people w

ho enter higher education 
aged 18-19 years old by (postcode) area. Areas are classified 
in 1 to 5 ‘quintiles’, ranging from

 quintile 1 representing 
the low

est higher education participation to quintile 5 
representing the highest higher education participation. 

The IM
D is the official m

easure of relative deprivation in 
England and it includes seven dom

ains of deprivation: incom
e; 

em
ploym

ent; health deprivation and disability; education, 
skills training; crim

e, barriers to housing and services; living 
environm

ent. Each dom
ain is w

eighted to provide an overall 
m

easure of deprivation by ‘low
er-layer super output area’ or 

neighbourhood in England. N
eighbourhoods are classified in 

1 to 10 ‘deciles’, ranging from
 decile 1 representing the m

ost 
deprived areas to decile 10 representing the least deprived 
areas. W

e have paired IM
D deciles into quintiles to m

ake volum
e 

com
parisons betw

een PO
LAR and IM

D easier to view
. This 

reflects the approach taken by the O
ffice for Students (O

fS).
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1 
Black, Asian and M

inority Ethic
2 

The profile of M
iddlesex University apprentices as of D

ecem
ber 2020

MDX.AC.UK 3

Move on Up? Measuring the social mobility impact of apprenticeships 2



A
C

C
E
S

S
 A

N
D

 
P
A

R
T

IC
IP

A
T

IO
N

 P
L
A

N
S

In order for higher education providers to be able to 
charge higher level tuition fees, Access and Participation 
Plans need to be approved by the Director for Fair 
Access and Participation and m

onitored by the O
fS.

Access and participation plans set out 
how

 higher education providers w
ill 

im
prove equality of opportunity for 

underrepresented groups to access, succeed 
in and progress from

 higher education.
(W

W
W

.O
FFICEFO

RSTUD
EN

TS.O
RG)

The O
fS provides an online ‘access and participation data 

dashboard
3’ that is designed to inform

 the process of 
producing individual Access and Participation Plans and enable 
higher education providers to m

easure the effectiveness 
of the planned actions in relation to O

fS Key Perform
ance 

M
easures. For exam

ple, Key Perform
ance M

easure 1 is to 
narrow

 the ‘gap in participation betw
een the m

ost and 
least represented groups’. This is presented as the gap 
betw

een PO
LAR quintile 1 and quintile 5. The O

fS access 
and participation data dashboard also provides inform

ation 
on deprivation (IM

D), ethnicity, age and disability.
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The purpose of M
ove on Up w

as to com
pare PO

LAR and IM
D

 
m

easures w
ith individual social and econom

ic m
easures and 

other indicators developed by the University. This involved 
surveying 1030 M

iddlesex apprentices on program
m

e betw
een 

the 9th Decem
ber 2020 and the 27th January 2021, across 

11 apprenticeship program
m

es, The survey generated close 
to 200 responses. The PO

LAR and IM
D profiles of respondents 

closely aligns w
ith the w

ider group of 1030 apprentices 
surveyed and although the early findings below

 are all related 
directly to respondents, it is reasonable to suggest that these 
findings are likely to be reflected across the w

ider group.

Early findings from
 the research

M
ove on Up provides strong evidence of the very 

significant social m
obility im

pact of M
iddlesex University’s 

apprenticeship provision, as tw
o thirds of our apprentices 

are accessing professional careers having com
e from

 non-
professional and low

 HE participation backgrounds.

 
—

M
ove on Up found that at least 66%

 of M
iddlesex 

apprentices com
e from

 low
 HE participation backgrounds 

 
—

49%
 of respondents reported that their parents/guardians 

had ‘qualifications below
 degree level’ and a further 

17%
 reported that their parents/guardians had ‘no 

form
al qualifications’, totalling 66%

. It is possible that the 
percentage w

ith below
 degree or no form

al qualifications 
is higher as 6%

 responded ‘don’t know
’, 2%

 responded 
‘prefer not to say’ and 1%

 did not answ
er the question.

 
—

Up to 63%
 of apprentices m

ay be from
 

non-professional backgrounds. 

 
—

Only 37%
 of respondents reported that the highest 

incom
e earners in their household w

ere em
ployed as 

‘m
anagers, directors and senior officials’ ‘professionals’, or 

‘associate professionals’. 1%
 responded ‘don’t know

’, 10%
 

responded ‘other’ and 6%
 did not answ

er the question.

 
—

According to POLAR data for the sam
e apprentices, only 28%

 
are from

 low
 HE participation areas. 11%

 of respondents 
are from

 POLAR quintile 1 and 17%
 are from

 POLAR 
quintile 2, totalling 28%

 from
 low

 HE participation areas.

 
—

According to IM
D data, only 38%

 are from
 the 

m
ost deprived areas. 17%

 of respondents are 
from

 IM
D decile 1-2 and 23%

 are from
 decile 3-4, 

totalling 38%
 from

 the 4 m
ost deprived areas.

The differences are stark. M
ove on Up really shines a 

light on the inadequacies of m
easures such as PO

LAR and 
IM

D w
hen considering how

 apprenticeships contribute 
to social m

obility or ‘levelling-up’. In addition, PO
LAR 

data m
easures the HE participation of 18-19 years 

olds, w
hich is not fit for purpose w

hen m
easuring HE 

participation for apprenticeships, as the typical age profile 
of apprentices is older com

pared w
ith other students. For 

exam
ple, 72%

 of M
iddlesex apprentices are over 25.

Both PO
LAR and IM

D are currently being used by higher 
education providers to m

easure their perform
ance regarding 

the effectiveness of their plans, to ‘im
prove the equality 

of opportunity for underrepresented groups’. How
ever, as 

both PO
LAR and IM

D are generalised m
easures based on 

geographical location, they are particularly unhelpful in 
dense urban environm

ents, such as London, w
here high 

and low
 participation can exist in the sam

e street. How
 

then can w
e im

prove the m
easures used to ascertain 

the social m
obility im

pact of degree apprenticeships?
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The M
ove on Up study used individual socio-econom

ic 
m

easures designed to enable em
ployers and higher education 

providers to better understand w
hat social m

obility im
pact 

degree apprenticeship are m
aking. This is particularly 

im
portant for public sector apprenticeships that are delivering 

the nurses and police officers that com
m

unities need. The 
socio-econom

ic m
easures used w

ere draw
n from

 review
ing 

the relevant literature, learning from
 and closely reflecting 

an approach used and tested by 43 public and private sector 
em

ployers and recom
m

ended by governm
ent 4. This em

ployer-
led approach is particularly relevant as apprentices are first 
and forem

ost em
ployees. The survey questions addressed: 

secondary school type; parental/guardian qualifications; 
parental/guardian occupation; free school m

eals eligibility; 
self-assessm

ent of socio-econom
ic background.

10
0

0
M

iddlesex apprentices surveyed

2
0

0
responses w

ere received

3
7

%
 

O
nly 37%

 of M
iddlesex 

apprentices are from
 

‘professional’ backgrounds

6
6

%
 

of M
iddlesex apprentices 

are from
 low

 HE 
participation backgrounds
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3 
https://w

w
w

.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/access-and-participation-data-dashboard/
4 

UK Governm
ent Civil Service (2018) ‘M

easuring Socio-econom
ic Background in your W

orkforce: recom
m

ended m
easures for use by em

ployers’.  
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/governm
ent/uploads/system

/uploads/attachm
ent_data/file/768371/M

easuring_Socio-econom
ic_Background_ 

 
in_your W

orkforce_recom
m

ended_m
easures_for_use_by_em

ployers.pdf [Accessed 21 N
ovem

ber 2020]
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Case studies com
paring PO

LAR, IM
D and M

iddlesex 
individual socio-econom

ic m
easures

47%
 of respondents said that com

pared to people in general, 
they w

ould describe them
selves as com

ing from
 a low

er socio-
econom

ic background. In addition to the quantitative data 
com

parison betw
een PO

LAR, IM
D and the M

iddlesex individual 
socio-econom

ic m
easures, the follow

ing case study exam
ples 

draw
n from

 the research provide qualitative insight that further 
illustrates the inadequacies of PO

LAR and IM
D as m

easures of 
social m

obility. Each exam
ple identifies the PO

LAR and IM
D

 
classification for each apprentice w

ho responded to the survey.
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The follow
ing w

as not specifically draw
n from

 the M
iddlesex 

social m
obility research but does illustrate the role that 

apprenticeships can play in helping people to overcom
e 

life challenges and gain recognition as a professional.

29 years old and originally from
 Jam

aica, N
ursing 

Associate Kem
oy had alw

ays w
anted to becom

e 
a nurse, but it w

asn’t a feasible financial option 
giving up em

ploym
ent to go into education. 

I have w
orked since the age of 18 and 12 years in 

the health care sector and it’s been m
y dream

 to 
becom

e a nurse but it w
as never quite the right tim

e or 
circum

stances. I had no-one to support m
e so I couldn’t 

just quit a job and go studying. I know
 there are loans but 

I didn’t w
ant this to becom

e an issue later on in m
y life. 

She chose the apprenticeship program
m

e: 

because it w
ouldn’t affect m

y living situation and I 
w

ouldn’t have to w
ork part tim

e to m
ake ends m

eet so it 
w

as m
ore efficient. I get paid w

hile learning so there’s no 
need to w

orry. It’s a longer route but at the end of the day 
the sam

e results. M
y fam

ily are pleased I’m
 m

aking steps 
to achieve m

y goal and they have been very supportive.

She plans to becom
e a Registered N

urse and 
w

ork in adult nursing in a hospital.

Kem
oy’s story illustrates how

 higher and degree 
apprenticeships can transform

 people’s lives. W
hen she 

com
pletes her N

ursing Associate apprenticeship she 
w

ill becom
e a professional recognised by the N

ursing 
and M

idw
ifery Council and her em

ployer. She w
ill also 

be able to progress her professional career further by 
undertaking a Registered N

urse degree apprenticeship.
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W
e can now

 prove that social m
obility is being 

delivered through apprenticeships. Perform
ance 

m
easures now

 need to change to recognise this. 

The final M
ove on Up report w

ill describe how
 the set of 

tested socio-econom
ic m

easures used in this study could be 
used m

ore w
idely to better assess the social m

obility im
pact 

of apprenticeships including considering in further detail:

 
—

How
 the M

ove on Up m
ethodology w

as 
developed, its origins and rationale

 
—

How
 the research w

as conducted, 
lessons learned and lim

itations 

 
—

The research findings and discussion of key questions 

 
—

How
 the M

ove on Up approach w
ill be 

adopted for use at M
iddlesex University 

 
—

How
 the M

ove on Up approach could be w
idely 

adopted to m
easure apprentices’ social m

obility 

 
—

The w
ider im

plications of the M
ove on Up 

approach in m
easuring social m

obility for 
higher education providers in England.

C
A

S
E

 S
T

U
D

Y
 3

 
PO

LAR Q
uintile: 2 – Low

 H
E participation area 

IM
D Decile: 

5 – M
edium

 deprivation area

M
y fam

ily w
as targeted and property destroyed during 

the unrest in m
y native country. W

e had to relocate 
and that w

as w
hen things becam

e harder for us. It 
w

as econom
ically challenging as w

ell as m
entally 

challenging. W
e had to do m

enial jobs to survive.

24%
 of apprentices responding attended school outside 

the UK, w
here neither PO

LAR nor IM
D apply. How

ever, 
individual social-econom

ic m
easures can capture this 

inform
ation. The im

plications for supporting these 
apprentices w

ill be discussed in the final M
ove on Up report.
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PO

LAR Q
uintile: 4 – H

igh H
E participation area 

IM
D Decile: 

1 – M
ost deprived area

M
y brother and I grew

 up in a one parent household 
w

ith m
y father w

ho w
as unable to w

ork from
 m

y being 
around 8 years old due to a large stroke he had quite 
young w

here he had to learn to w
alk and talk again 

and com
pletely lost the use of his right arm

 w
hich he 

never regained. W
ith little m

eans w
e survived on a 

very low
 incom

e from
 benefits and lived in a high rise 

flat and then a council house on an estate that w
as 

heavily crim
e ridden and had heavy open drug abuse 

(very high unem
ploym

ent rate) being one of only 
tw

o m
ixed race/black fam

ilies on the w
hole estate so 

there w
as obvious prejudice. W

e had very little contact 
w

ith m
y m

um
 betw

een the age of approx. 9 – 15.

I did try to go to college on leaving high-
school but w

e needed the additional incom
e 

so decided to go straight into w
ork…

This apprentice lives in a high H
E participation area w

hich 
is at the sam

e tim
e in the m

ost deprived category. 

This seem
ing contradiction tells us very little about 

how
 apprenticeships have provided the opportunity 

to access a professional career despite the obvious 
com

plexities and econom
ic challenges being faced.

O
ur approach to gathering individual socio-econom

ic 
data provides the m

eans to m
easure the social 

m
obility im

pact that the apprenticeship has had.
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PO

LAR Q
uintile: 5 – H

igh H
E participation area 

IM
D Decile: 

6 – M
edium

 deprivation area

I cam
e from

 a single parent fam
ily, there w

ere issues 
of dom

estic violence and low
 incom

e. As m
y parents 

w
ere Scottish there w

as also prejudice as the view
 about 

Scottish people w
as they w

ere portrayed as drunks 
and violence w

as seen as a part of this. W
as told by 

a careers teacher that I w
ould be lucky to get a job in 

a superm
arket as I w

as socially inept? So never had 
m

uch encouragem
ent to better m

yself at the tim
e.

Apprentice 3 lives in a low
 HE participation area, w

hile 
apprentice 4 lives in a high HE participation area and both 
areas are m

iddle-ranked regarding deprivation. Yet PO
LAR and 

IM
D m

easures m
iss the fact that w

here these apprentices live 
has very little, if any, bearing on how

 an apprenticeship has 
provided to opportunity to progress to a professional career. 
Both apprentices are from

 low
 incom

e, non-professional 
backgrounds w

ith no parental experiences of higher education. 
In fact, their circum

stances m
ake it truly am

azing that they 
have m

anaged to access university education. W
hat is 

clear is that gathering individual socio-econom
ic data has 

the potential to dem
onstrate the social m

obility im
pact of 

higher and degree apprenticeships in a w
ay that is valid 

and reliable and that it is this kind of approach that should 
inform

 both institutional strategy and national policy.
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PO

LAR Q
uintile: 5 – H

ighest H
E participation area 

IM
D Decile:  

9 – Low
 deprivation area

I grew
 up in a w

orking-class background. Lived in the 
[London] borough of N

ew
ham

 w
ith m

y tw
o older siblings 

in a council property. (Shared a bedroom
 w

ith m
y sister). 

M
y m

other w
as a single parent and a registered child 

m
inder. She earned very little m

oney, how
ever w

e m
ade 

the m
ost of everything and I had an excellent childhood. 

Regarding issues w
ithin m

y fam
ily - Dom

estic Violence, 
this didn’t affect m

y education at the tim
e as m

y 
m

other is a strong person and got us through it. 

Although the process of applying for the 
apprenticeship via m

y em
ployer w

as quite long, 
I am

 happy to be here and it is w
orth it!

This apprentice lives in an area that has the highest 
level of HE participation and also a very low

 level 
of deprivation according to PO

LAR and IM
D data. 

Yet these m
easures provide a highly m

isleading 
picture of the apprentice’s progress from

 a very 
low

 incom
e/non-professional background tow

ards 
professional status via their apprenticeship.

The text gathered w
as in response to the question:

W
hatever your background, could you 

tell us about any social or econom
ic 

obstacles you feel you faced, in 
getting onto your apprenticeship?
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