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What does migration mean for the
‘white working class’ in the UK?
The impact of migration on the ‘white working class’ has been the topic of
much policy and media debate in the UK over the last five years.

This briefing explores the development of this
debate, outlines the current evidence, and suggests
alternative ways of thinking about who takes part
in migration and who is affected by it.

The ‘white working class’ in policy
and media debates
This issue appears in public policy and media
discourses in two distinct ways:

•The ‘chav’ -Widely used in everyday conversation
and in the media,white working class people are
often viewed as inferior, socially undesirable and
culturally inept, and their poverty blamed on their
behaviour and culture.

•The ‘beleaguered native’ - Some journalists,
politicians and academics see the white working
class as a tribe in danger of extinction.This strand is
overtly angry, anti-immigrant and sees the white
working class as in need of protection.

What is the evidence on the impact of
migration on ‘white working class’ people?
Impacts vary by type of migration and differ across the
country. Some key facts are:

•The House of Lords Select Committee 2008 report
found that ‘in the long run the main economic effect
of immigration is to enlarge the economy,with
relatively small costs and benefits for the incomes of
resident populations’. 1

• Specific sectors of the economy - such as agriculture,
food processing and hospitality - rely heavily on
migrant labour.2

• Evidence points to ongoing discrimination in the labour
market against migrants.Almost all of the immigrant
groups outrank the UK-born in terms of length of time
in education, but few groups seem able to translate this
into positive labour market outcomes. 3

Wages
•Evidence from a range of studies shows that overall
the effects of migration on wages are 'either
insignificantly different from zero or slightly positive'.4

•When overall impact is broken down by occupation,
there is evidence to suggest a ‘significant, but small
negative impact’5 on wages in areas of high in-
migration, especially in semi/unskilled sectors.

•The House of Lords Select Committee report called
for government to adequately enforce minimum
wage legislation.

Benefits
• Evidence suggests that wage levels are more
significant than generous benefits in migrants’ choice
of destination.6

•There is some evidence that immigrants are slightly
more likely to receive benefits than non-immigrants7,
but some groups, including A8 migrants, are less
likely to claim benefits.8
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emigration from the UK by British born people,
British nationals and others is overlooked.They
also contain immigration by people of British
origin, or whose antecedents were emigrants from
Britain.

Moving Histories of Class and Community
included conversations with 73 mostly
white working class residents of a social
housing estate in Norwich. Older people
thought back across their lives, including
childhoods in the 1930s.The interviews
revealed how spatial mobility and
immobility go hand-in-hand. Many more
people who would not consider
themselves a migrant, had in fact
experienced living abroad and had significant
connections to migration experiences.

•We need to consider the different nations and
different migrant heritages that make up
contemporary Britishness and to ‘de-racialise the
debate’. Finding commonality in spatial mobility is
one way to do this – this means bringing in
internal migration within the UK as well as
temporary emigration.

• Foregrounding forms of transnational life that
involve long term settled majority ethnic
residents of England can be used to help move
beyond the idea of an ‘indigenous’ Englishness.12

Migration out of the UK is as important as
migration into it in the making of its constituent
nations and the idea of ‘Britishness’.

Conclusions
‘White working class’ people are represented in two
main discourses in the media – the ‘chav’ and the
‘beleaguered native’, set in opposition to either the
multi-culturally sophisticated middle classes or to
(often implicitly black) immigrants. In neither are they
seen as having their own connections to minority and
immigrant populations.

Detailed oral histories reveal the extent to which the
lives of ‘native’ British people are imbued with internal
and international migrations. By revealing the
migration histories and ‘indigenous’ transnationalism of
the British population we can shift the terms of the
debate and break down the false opposition between
‘British’ and ‘immigrant’ groups.

Ben Rogaly, Senior Lecturer in Human Geography,
University of Sussex.
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University of London.
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Housing
• Right-to-buy policies and less new-build social
housing have occurred at a time when there has
been an increase in the number of households in
the UK, caused by greater longevity,marital
breakdown and, to a lesser extent, immigration.

•Migrants overwhelmingly live in private
accommodation, not social housing.New migrants
to the UK over the last five years make up less than
2% of the total of those in social housing. Some 90%
of those who live in social housing are UK-born.

•A8 migrants are 57% less likely to live in social
housing than ‘natives’.9

• The sale of social housing and its subsequent use as
private rental accommodation for migrants has fuelled
misconceptions about the allocation of social housing.
Local residents may believe it is still ‘owned by the
council’ despite it now being in the private sector.10

•There is a high proportion of migrants among the
homeless.11

Moving away from ‘myth busting’
Despite fears generated by media and political
debate and expressed in public opinion polls, the
economic and social impact of immigration has
been positive and small. However, presenting the
evidence is not enough to tackle preconceptions
about the impact of migrants on the ‘native’
population head on. Reframing the debate is crucial.

The fact that British people move too is missing
from public discussions.There is a preconception
that migrants are moving around, settling into and
affecting ‘British’ communities, in contrast to British
‘natives’ who stay put and are impacted upon.The
idea that net immigration figures include
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COMPAS Breakfast Briefings present topical, cutting edge research on migration and
migration related issues.This research is made accessible every month to an audience
of policy makers and other research users.
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