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Introduction 
 
 

We all have the right to a decent standard of living, enough food to eat, 
a secure home and a social security system that protects us in hard 
times. These are the foundations that enable each of us to live good 
lives and improve our prospects. They are also the basis of a more equal 
and more compassionate society and an economy that works for 
everyone. We cannot level up the country and build back better without 
first putting these foundations in place. 
 
Too many people in the UK today lack these 
basic rights. Systemic inequalities in our 
society ensure that risks and rewards are 
unfairly distributed. People continue to have 
fewer opportunities and poorer outcomes 
because of their sex, race, disability, class, 
age, sexual orientation, gender identity, 
migration status, amongst others. These 
factors intersect and combine to produce 
unfair outcomes, with the most marginalised 
groups facing greatest disadvantage.  
 
The pandemic has made these inequalities – 
and their consequences – visible, and has 
created a clear imperative to address them. It 
has shown that women and Black and 
minority ethnic workers are over-represented 
in insecure, low paid jobs. They are more 
likely to be key workers, exposed to greater 
risk of Covid-19, or working in closed-down 
sectors such as cleaning and catering.  When 
schools closed, the task of home schooling fell 
mainly to women, reinforcing inequalities in 
their working lives. As we head into the next 
phase, the government’s own figures show 
that the future looks bleak for the youngest 
and oldest workers. Under 25’s will find it 
harder to get into the labour market, while 
over 50’s risk being locked out permanently.1  
 
Inequalities in employment, in housing, in 
health - in all aspects of our lives - lead to lost 
potential and, ultimately to lost lives. The 
pandemic has highlighted the extent to which 

all these aspects are inextricably linked. As 
Public Health England found, to address this: 

‘Action is needed to change the 
structural and societal environments 
such as the homes, neighbourhoods, 
work places - not solely focusing on 
individuals. There is a legal duty and 
moral responsibility to reduce 
inequalities.’ 2  

 
Below we highlight some of the deep 
inequalities that Covid-19 has revealed and 
identify action needed to tackle these 
injustices. We show that we can level up the 
UK if: 
 

• every government department has a 
duty to advance equality in all policies 
and actions as part of a national 
equality strategy, 
 

• existing equality law is robustly 
enforced, 

 
• decisions on specific ‘levelling up’ funds 

are decentralised, with a clear role for 
the devolved administrations and local 
government, 

 
• we invest in social and not just physical 

infrastructure, good quality public 
services being the bedrock on which all 
else rests, 
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• we ensure that everyone has an 
adequate standard of living, enough to 
eat, a secure home, fair and decent 
work for those who can and social 
security for those who cannot. 

 
In this way we can break down the barriers 
that prevent under-represented groups from 
reaching their potential. And we can put in 
place the firm foundations that will enable us 
to build back better, to level up the economy 
and improve opportunity and outcomes for all. 
 
This report seeks to strengthen and advance 
equality from an intersectional perspective, in 
line with Equally Ours’ remit as a pan-equality 
organisation. It is intended to complement the 
work being done by our members and other 
civil society organisations on different specific 
aspects of inequality. Their expertise and 
understanding of the lived experience of 
people facing, or at risk of discrimination and 
disadvantage means they have a unique 
contribution to make. Civil society 
organisations understand what holds people 
back and what will help improve their 
prospects. That is why we are calling on 
government to work with us as partners in the 
design and delivery of levelling up policies and 
initiatives. 
 
The levelling up agenda so far has tended to 
focus on geographical inequality. Our aim here 
is to redress that balance, to focus on people 
rather than places, although we recognise a 
need for both. This focus means we have 
much less to say about levelling up in the 
devolved nations or English regions. We are 
aware, however, of a wide range of initiatives 
to advance equality and tackle discrimination 
and disadvantage in these different places. 
Many of which have been devised and 
developed in partnership with civil society. 
These too provide a firm foundation for the 
levelling up agenda. The UK government 
needs to work with the grain of these 
initiatives, building back from the bottom up. 
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Inequality revealed 
 
 
Covid-19 has exposed and exacerbated pre-
existing inequalities between people and 
places in the UK. Throughout the pandemic, 
discrimination and disadvantage have 
combined to place certain groups at higher 
risk of Covid-19 and its wider social and 
economic impacts.3 For example: 
 
• Mortality rates have been much higher for 

disabled people, accounting for 60% of 
Covid-related deaths – and higher still for 
people with a learning disability (80%).4 
As the Welsh government has stated, 
‘there is nothing inevitable about these 
statistics’. Rather they reveal the 
cumulative impact of social factors, 
including discrimination, poverty, poor 
housing and employment status on 
disabled people’s lives.5 

 
• The pandemic has also ‘left disabled 

people, and their carers, facing rising 
costs, reduced incomes and heightened 
challenges in the labour market’.6  

One in four disabled workers, and half of 
those who are extremely clinically 
vulnerable to coronavirus, are at higher 
risk of redundancy. People (mostly 
women) with caring responsibilities are 
also disproportionately at risk.7  

 
• Women, Black and minority ethnic 

workers are more likely to be working in 
‘key’ sectors where social distancing is 
often difficult, such as health and social 
care or food delivery, placing them at 
greater risk of covid. Or in sectors most 
affected by lockdown, such as retail and 
hospitality. According to the EHRC, 
‘Women, young people, disabled people & 
many ethnic minority groups … are the 
most likely to have experienced 
reductions in earnings through 
redundancy, a reduction in hours, or 

being furloughed from a job in a 
shutdown sector.’ 8 
 

• A lack of childcare has been an issue for 
many women throughout lockdown, 
requiring them to reduce their hours or 
be furloughed and again placing some at 
greater risk of redundancy. Single parents 
and those on low pay have been at 
greatest risk.9  
 

• Ethnic minority groups have had a higher 
death rate than the White British 
population. Black Africans had the highest 
rate of any ethnic group during the first 
phase of the pandemic; from September 
2020 the highest rates were experienced 
by people of Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
backgrounds.10  

 
• Hate crime increased by 9% in 2020/21. 

The majority (75%) were racially 
motivated and these had increased by 
12% on the previous years. There was 
also an increase in disability (9%), sexual 
orientation (7%) and transgender hate 
crimes (3%).11 

 
Both key worker roles and jobs in sectors such 
as hospitality and retail tend to be amongst 
the lowest paid and least secure, with workers 
on zero hours contracts or self-employed in 
the ‘gig economy’. This means that groups 
already at high risk of poverty have borne the 
economic brunt of the pandemic. As the 
Resolution Foundation has argued: ‘This crisis 
is shared but its burden is not.’12  
 
This situation has been a long time in the 
making. It reflects what the IPPR describes as 
‘a great risk shift over recent decades’, from 
government and employers to individuals.13 
Cuts to public services, such as social care and 
social security, and employment contracts that 
offer little security and fewer formal 
entitlements, have left people trapped in 
poverty, without even the most basic support 
they need to be able to live good lives.  
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Levelling Up 
 
The government’s levelling up agenda  
represents a real chance to advance equality 
between people and places. This will require 
action across all government departments to 
deliver better outcomes and prosperity for all. 
Below we set out the steps the UK 
government can take to advance equality in its 
own strategies and policies and how it can use 
its enforcement powers to tackle 
discrimination in all sectors. 
 
Advancing equality 
 
Levelling up the country will require a cross-
government strategy that:  
 

• recognises that action is needed across 
a range of policies to address the 
cumulative impact of socio-economic 
disadvantage and racial and other 
forms of discrimination, 
 

• sets explicit, strategic objectives to 
protect and promote equality and social 
inclusion at every level (national, 
regional, local) and gives these goals 
the same priority and attention as 
purely economic objectives. 

 
This is already happening in the devolved 
nations. This can be seen, for example, in the 
Welsh government Strategic Equality Plan 
2020-2024;14 the Fairer Scotland Duty, 2018,15 
and the social inclusion strategies currently 
being developed by Northern Ireland 
Department for Communities.16 While these 
developments may not yet have achieved 
substantive change, they are, or will be 
important statements of intent. And despite 
differences of approach or emphasis, all 
reflect a need to build back fairer. 
 
To truly level up, the UK government must 
ensure that all strategies, policies and plans 
within its sphere of responsibility intentionally 

strengthen equality and social inclusion, as 
required by the Equality Act 2010. These 
strategies should take account of how 
discrimination and disadvantage intersect and 
reinforce each other to produce unequal 
outcomes for different groups. And there 
should be a strong expectation that people’s 
lived experience of systemic discrimination 
and abuse directly inform these policies and 
plans. 
 
In this way, advancing equality becomes a 
positive choice, not a tick box exercise as it is 
sometimes seen.17 Failure to do this increases 
inequality, if not intentionally. For example,  
 

• The government’s Kickstart scheme, 
supporting young people aged 16 – 24 
years into work, is only open to those 
receiving Universal Credit. This 
excludes many disabled young people 
who are not on Universal Credit, even 
though they are further from the labour 
market.18 
 

• Eligibility for the additional 15 hours 
free childcare for working families (on 
top of the 15 hours available to all 3 
and 4 year olds) has positively 
discriminated in favour of the well off. 
Recent research from the Sutton Trust 
found that 70% of those eligible were 
in the top 50% of earnings 
distribution.19 

 
• As the Women and Equalities 

Committee found, the design of the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 
overlooked ‘the specific and well 
understood labour market and caring 
inequalities faced by women’. As a 
consequence, the ’predictable’ 
gendered impacts of lockdown were not 
addressed, leaving many women at 
greater risk of redundancy.20 
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When mainstream policies ignore equality, 
already marginalised people are pushed even 
further to the margins.  
 
Public procurement 
 
Recent changes to the Green Book regarding 
the Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012 
places a much greater emphasis on social 
value. This means ‘allowing buyers to include 
criteria that go beyond the subject matter of 
the contract and encourage suppliers to 
operate in a way that contributes to economic, 
social and environmental outcomes on the 
basis of “the most advantageous tender”.’21 
This is a welcome move that puts social 
purpose more firmly within public 
procurement.  
 
This is backed up by the Social Value Model.22 
This framework provides detailed metrics on 
how procurement can be used to ‘support 
government priorities, to boost growth and 
productivity, help our communities recover 
from the Covid-19 pandemic, and tackle 
climate change’. 23 It has a strong focus on 
increasing the representation of disabled 
people in the workforce, as well as on action 
to tackle inequality in employment, skills and 
pay more generally. Accompanying guidance 
states that it should help to support 
compliance with the Public Sector Equality 
Duty, but there is no mention of this in the 
more recent National Procurement Policy 
Statement.24  
 
This is a missed opportunity. Advancing 
equality must be a strategic priority for public 
procurement and this should be stated 
explicitly in the National Procurement Policy 
Statement. At the same time the Social Value 
Model needs to include detailed policy metrics, 
with specific requirements and targets for all 
groups with protected characteristics under 
the Equality Act 2010. This will embed 
equality more firmly in procurement criteria 
and practice, ensuring that this becomes a key 
tool for levelling up. 

 
The value of such targets was demonstrated 
at the London 2012 Olympics. Research by 
QML showed that the London 2012 Olympics 
effectively used participation targets within 
procurement to drive change in the 
construction industry25. It also showed that 
businesses like these targets – they enable 
them to do the right thing and, crucially, to do 
so on the basis of a level playing field with 
competitors. There is the added advantage 
that the impact is delivered at low cost.  A 
lasting legacy is the not-for-profit organisation 
Women Into Construction.26 
 
Equality impact investing 
 
Equality impact investing (EII) intentionally 
uses finance to advance and strengthen 
equality as well as deliver a financial return.27 
Investment is targeted at specific equality 
objectives, with the expectation that its impact 
will be measured and reported. Although not 
as well-established as ’green finance’, it has 
the potential to harness much-needed private 
capital to the levelling up agenda. Creating an 
environment supportive of equality impact 
investing would make a significant difference 
to local communities and local economies. 
Below we suggest ways in which existing 
initiatives could be brought into play to 
achieve this. 
 
The British Business Bank’s role is to increase 
the supply of finance available to small 
business and address regional imbalances in 
access to finance. A new objective to create a 
more inclusive economy would enable it to 
address inequalities between people as well as 
places. This is already the case in Scotland. 
The Scottish National Investment Bank has a 
duty to ensure that ‘investment decisions will 
reflect financial, economic and wider social 
and ethnical interests’.28 It is specifically 
tasked with addressing the root causes of 
socio-economic disadvantage. 
 

https://www.women-into-construction.org/
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Community Development Finance Institutions 
(CDFIs) provide affordable finance to small 
businesses and business that would struggle 
to access commercial loans. Their services are 
based in economically disadvantaged areas 
and they have a strong track record of 
supporting excluded entrepreneurs. For 
example, 26% of enterprises funded by CDFIs 
are led by women. They also provide twice as 
much support to Black, Asian and minority 
ethnic entrepreneurs as commercial lenders, 
(albeit from a low base).29 Scaling up the 
amount of capital available to CDFIs would 
create more vibrant and inclusive local 
economies. 
 
Over the last 20 years there has been 
significant government support for social 
investment in civil society organisations. 
During this time, it has been shown that 
patient, flexible social investment can improve 
the financial performance of some charities 
and social enterprises. It also enables those 
organisations to create long term employment 
and other substantial social returns.30 In this 
way it helps to build sustainable and resilient 
communities. 
 
However, it is much harder for smaller 
organisations to obtain the relatively small, 
flexible and often unsecured loans that they 
need. This includes equality organisations and 
those working in the poorest neighbourhoods. 
As part of its commitment to levelling up, the 
government should work with investors and 
potential investees to create new forms of 
social finance that meet a wider range of 
needs. This will require a greater emphasis on 
achieving a social impact, rather than a 
financial return. There will also be an on-going 
need for some form of government subsidy, 
whether in the form of blended finance, tax 
reliefs or loan guarantees, for this to be 
viable. 
 
Beyond this, there is a real opportunity to 
build momentum around equality impact 
investing more generally. The UK Impact 

Investment Implementation Task Force has 
shown that socially responsible investment 
does not mean sacrificing financial returns. 
Indeed, increasing socio-economic inequality 
could pose a systemic risk to financial systems 
and investments in the long term. A clear 
focus on equality impact investing and 
reporting would both incentivise business and 
create a more inclusive economy. This will 
mean developing the right metrics and 
ensuring the right data is available to create a 
standardised model for financial reporting that 
includes EII. 
 
Data driven 
 
A key measure of success will be the 
difference levelling up policies and initiatives 
make to people’s lives. Good data is needed to 
set priorities, determine what action to take 
and measure and evaluate the impact of those 
measures. This is also needed to provide 
accountability and transparency.  
 
In the past, a lack of data has made this very 
difficult to achieve. However, the government’s 
Equalities Hub is responsible for providing 
government departments with the evidence 
they need to identify and address relevant 
equality challenges. This should create a real 
step change, embedding equality in 
mainstream policy and practice, so that all 
policies can demonstrate their contribution to 
levelling up. 
 
Freedom from discrimination 
 
Racial and other forms of discrimination in the 
UK today continue to be real barriers to 
opportunity for many people. The government 
can address this with better enforcement of 
existing anti-discrimination and equality 
legislation. As the Women and Equalities 
Committee has argued, the Equality Act 2010 
should be, and be seen to be ‘a model that 
can act as a sustainable deterrent to achieve 
system-wide change that tackles institutional 
and systemic discrimination’. The Committee 
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has set out a clear agenda for reform, which 
we support, including: 
 

• A stronger, strategic role for the 
Equality and Human Rights 
Commission, using its powers to ensure 
that employers, public authorities, 
service providers and other regulators 
comply with their legal obligations. 
 

• Each government department to have a 
legal duty to ensure that regulators, 
inspectorates and ombudsman use 
their powers to ensure compliance with 
the Equality Act in their areas of work.  
 

Mainstream regulators and other enforcement 
agencies should use their powers ‘to combat 
the kind of routine, systemic discrimination 
where the legal requirements are clear and 
employers, service providers and public 
authorities are simply ignoring them because 
there is no realistic prospect of sanction’.31  
 
The EHRC and mainstream enforcement 
bodies will need additional resources to carry 
out this role effectively. But in terms of 
levelling up, there is a potentially high return 
on this investment. By creating a ‘realistic 
prospect of sanction’, these measures would 
directly address the problem of discrimination, 
giving people greater freedom to progress in 
the labour market and in other aspects of 
their lives. 
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People and places 
 
 
To level up the economy we need to address 
inequalities between people as well as places. 
Below we examine the potential role of the 
government’s levelling up funds and how 
these need to work with the grain of local 
policies and initiatives. We show that local 
authorities are best placed to lead change in 
their areas, working in partnership with local 
people, communities and civil society. 
 
So far, talk of levelling up has focused 
primarily on geographical inequality.  And 
indeed, the UK is one of the most 
geographically unequal countries in the 
developed world, with significant, and growing 
gaps in wealth, educational attainment and 
life expectancy between different parts of the 
UK.  Former industrial areas, deprived towns 
and coastal communities, for example, have 
experienced long term economic decline, 
exacerbated by austerity and now covid. Cuts 
to local authority funding are linked to a 
decrease in life expectancy in these areas.32 It 
is clear that some form of targeted support 
will be needed during and after the recovery 
to reverse this. 
 
But there are also large disparities within 
areas. In all of these places, some individuals 
and groups have worse outcomes on a range 
of measures than the population as a whole.33 
For example, while the north of England 
generally has a low wage economy, women in 
the north are most disadvantaged, with pay 
gaps wider there than other places.34 And 
throughout the UK, people on the lowest 
incomes have had the poorest health, while 
the cumulative impact of ethnicity and social 
disadvantage produces ‘particularly poor 
outcomes for some minority ethnic groups’.35 
These differences have become even more 
apparent during the pandemic.36  
 

Levelling up must take account of economic 
geographies and address inequalities between 
different places. But it must also ensure that 
no-one is left behind. This means making 
connections between different forms of 
injustice, and how these intersect, and 
addressing root causes. It should start with 
the most disadvantaged people and groups 
living in the poorest places. Their views and 
lived experience of poverty and discrimination 
must shape both policy and practice.  
 
To do this decision-makers need to: 
 

• identify and support the people and 
groups who are at risk of, or 
experiencing, inequality, discrimination, 
or abuse, 
 

• identify and support the people and 
groups who are likely to be 
disproportionately impacted, or are 
traditionally under-funded, due to 
structural inequality. This 
includes women, BAME communities, 
disabled people, marginalised LGBT+ 
people, people locked in poverty, 

 
• recognise, value and support the 

expertise and experience of 
grassroots and user led organisations,  

 
• ensure the decision-making process is 

inclusive of people who can bring an 
equality and human rights lens, 
drawing on lived experience, 
professional expertise, and broader 
networks into marginalised 
communities.   
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Levelling up investment 
 
The government has introduced a number of 
initiatives to underpin its Plan for Growth. This 
includes the Plan for Jobs, the Freeports 
programme and the UK Infrastructure Bank. It 
also includes significant new investment, 
including: 
 

• The Levelling Up Fund, currently worth 
£4.8 billion, this fund is for investment 
in high value physical infrastructure, 
including transport, local regeneration 
projects or cultural facilities, ‘giving 
people pride in their local 
communities’.37  
 

• The UK Shared Prosperity Fund, a new 
£1.5 billion a year fund replacing EU 
Structural and Investment Funds; it will 
be divided between (i) the places most 
in need, investing in skills and training 
as well as community assets and 
facilities and (ii) funding for bespoke 
employment and skills support to those 
furthest from the labour market.38 
 

These funds have the potential to make a 
difference to the people and places with most 
to gain from this additional investment. Yet 
while these are UK-wide funds, harnessed to a 
national agenda, delivery needs to be local 
and harnessed to local priorities. Making local 
authorities compete for funding from different 
pots will reduce the value of these funds, 
securing only short-term, piecemeal gains 
where sustainable, holistic change is needed. 
 
Going with the grain 
 
New investment should not start with a blank 
slate, but should work with the grain of policy 
in each of the devolved administrations and at 
a local or regional level.  There is a real 
opportunity to build on and learn from work 
that is already underway to reduce inequality 
and transform local economies. In many 
places local residents, communities and civil 

society have been engaged in developing 
plans and priorities. This means that these 
initiatives have demonstrable public support. 
 
In Scotland, for example, the Scottish Renewal 
Advisory Board has consulted widely on 
priorities and proposals for economic renewal 
after the pandemic. These proposals already 
have a degree of public support and therefore 
legitimacy. The Scottish government should be 
able to draw on new investment to take 
forward these goals. And it should be 
accountable to the Scottish people for 
achieving them, not the UK government. The 
same principle should apply in the other 
devolved nations and in local or combined 
authorities in England.  
 
Councils such as Preston and Manchester are 
already using their spending power to build 
community wealth and keep money circulating 
in the local economy. This means, for 
example, paying people the real living wage, 
procuring goods and services from locally 
owned businesses and commissioning services 
on the basis of social value, not just cost. 
These measures are designed to tackle 
discrimination and disadvantage in their areas 
and support economic development. These 
goals are mutually reinforcing. 
 
Working with civil society 
 
These approaches have been developed in 
partnership with local communities and 
community organisations. Accountability is 
downwards rather than upwards. Local people 
are involved in developing proposals and 
projects to tackle socio-economic 
disadvantage from the outset, with priority 
given to the views and voices of the most 
disadvantaged groups. Just Fair’s research, for 
example, has shown how this has led to 
increased engagement with residents who ‘are 
commonly neglected or ignored by decision-
makers’.39  
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Locality’s ‘Keep it Local’ campaign has 
highlighted how councils and community 
organisations can work together to strengthen 
local communities and local economies. This 
includes, for example, shifting from a 
competitive model of commissioning public 
services, to one which: 
 

‘… actively invests in community 
collaboration and the long-term 
capabilities within communities to 
support local delivery and prevention. 
This includes enabling the role of user-
led and equalities organisations, 
including disability-led and BAME 
organisations.’40 

 
In Just Fair’s research, interviewees valued the 
‘critical challenge’ that these organisations 
provide. Benefits of working with civil society 
include ‘information flow, innovative ways of 
thinking and improved understanding of 
residents needs and service delivery options’. 
 
Organisations that are embedded in, and 
trusted by, the communities they serve play a 
key role in community engagement. They do 
this by strengthening social networks, creating 
safe spaces where people can set their own 
agenda. They also provide a point of contact 
with and for policy-makers.41 In these ways 
they reduce the barriers to participation 
experienced by marginalised individuals and 
groups, giving them the skills, confidence and 
opportunity to speak for themselves. They are 
also a source of expertise in their own right. 
 
These organisations have played an ‘essential 
role’ in sustaining community resilience and 
strengthening cohesion during the pandemic. 
As the longer-term costs and economic 
consequences begin to be felt, amplifying 
community tensions, this role will become 
even more important. They provide a vital 
grassroots infrastructure, ‘on the frontline of 
supporting new and existing communities – 
and crucial to bringing them together’.42 
 

Yet austerity and the pandemic have left civil 
society organisations and infrastructure at 
breaking point. Those led by, or working with 
the people and groups who are at risk of, or 
experiencing inequality, discrimination or 
abuse have been traditionally underfunded 
and therefore have been hardest hit. They 
also have most to give.  
 
We can only build back better, and meet 
everybody’s needs and rights, by recognising, 
valuing and supporting the experience and 
expertise of civil society organisations. This 
includes providing sustainable financial 
support to enable them, and those they work 
with, to participate on equal terms to other 
stakeholders. 
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Investing in social 
infrastructure 
 
 
There is a limit to how much can be achieved 
without increased investment in social 
infrastructure. As we show below, chronic 
underinvestment has left this infrastructure 
severely weakened, increasing inequality at 
great cost to individuals and the public purse. 
In contrast, a care-led recovery would provide 
an economic stimulus, improve well-being, 
increase opportunity and provide better value 
for money. 
 
Good quality public services - universal health 
care, education and child care, as well as 
libraries, youth services and safe green spaces 
- protect and promote the well-being and 
resilience of individuals, communities and the 
economy. As the RSA’s Commission for 
Inclusive Growth argued: 
 

‘… reducing inequality and deprivation 
can itself drive growth. Investment in 
social infrastructure should go hand in 
hand with investment in physical 
infrastructure, and in business 
development. This will have a first order 
impact on productivity and living 
standards.’43 

 
Yet ten years of austerity has left this social 
infrastructure threadbare. And it has hit 
hardest the poorest people in the most 
deprived places. People living in the so-called 
‘left behind places’ - former mining and 
manufacturing communities, coastal towns – 
who tend to be more reliant on benefits and 
tax credits, have been most affected by 
welfare reforms.44 Local authorities in those 
areas also saw their income reduced furthest 
and fastest at the start of the decade.45  
 
Alongside these direct cuts, local authority 
spending has had to compensate for national 
government policies, leaving them even 

further stretched. This includes, for example, 
£142 million spent on placing homeless 
households in temporary accommodation (a 
430% increase since 2009/10).46 At the same 
time rising demand for services, rising costs 
and covid-pressures have left many councils 
facing a significant shortfall. English councils, 
for example, are facing a £10 billion gap in 
funding just to maintain current service 
levels.47 
 
The lesson is clear: reducing public 
expenditure does not reduce people’s need for 
support. Short term savings end up costing 
more over time: more affordable housing 
would reduce the housing benefit bill; more 
accessible housing would reduce future health 
and social care costs. And, as we have seen, 
the brunt of these cuts, and of Covid-19 itself, 
has been borne by those who can least afford 
it. 
 
As importantly, these cuts pose a direct threat 
to community cohesion. As Hope not Hate has 
consistently found, community relationships 
are more fragile in more deprived areas with 
weak social infrastructure. The economic 
impact of covid, coming on top of austerity, 
therefore presents clear challenges as we 
head into the recovery, ‘feeding resentments 
and creating a space for those who seek to 
divide’.48 
 
Sustained, long-term investment in social 
infrastructure is essential for economic 
renewal. It will also be more cost-effective 
than the current sticking-plaster approach to 
social problems. A new funding settlement for 
local government, weighted for deprivation, 
would strengthen and enhance local 
authorities’ role in leading change in their 
area. This would provide the necessary 
foundations for local economic development 
and reinvigorate local democracy. 
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Creating a caring economy 
 
 

‘Good quality care services, such as adult 
social care, healthcare and childcare are 
critical for a good economy. … A caring 
economy means acting together to 
improve well-being rather than to 
maximise economic growth.’49 

 
The Women’s Budget Group has shown that a 
care-led recovery would provide a strong 
economic stimulus: spending 1.9% of GDP on 
care would generate 2 million jobs in the 
economy as a whole and close the gender pay 
gap by 4%. Further investment (2.7% GDP) 
would ensure that care workers are better 
trained and paid, with opportunities for 
progression. This in turn would have a knock-
on effect on local economies by increasing 
demand for goods and services.50 
 
While the investment in Family Hubs, 
announced in the 2021 Budget, is a welcome 
step in this direction, more ambition is 
needed. Interventions in the early years are 
known to be more effective, and more cost-
effective, at reducing inequality. Good quality 
early years services ‘have enduring effects on 
health and other outcomes’, especially for 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds.51  
 
Flexible, affordable child care is also ‘a pre-
requisite for a gender equal economy and a 
gender equal recovery from the pandemic’.52 
Yet the UK has one of the most expensive 
child care systems in the world, with many 
people paying more for child care than for 
rent or housing costs.53 At the same time, 
most child care workers are women struggling 
on a low income, while ‘a chronic lack of 
investment has resulted in longstanding 
workforce and financial challenges for the 
early years sector.’54 Reversing this would 
create better outcomes for all. 
 

A lack of ambition is even more apparent in 
relation to social care. Too often seen as the 
poor relation of the NHS, it is viewed almost 
entirely through the prism of funding. Yet 
good quality social care should be judged by 
its ability to level up opportunity and 
outcomes. As the group #SocialCareFuture 
says: 
 

‘We all want to live in the place we call 
home, with the people and things we 
love, in communities where we look out 
for one another, doing what matters to 
us. 

 
‘If we, or someone we care about, has a 
disability or health condition during our 
life, we might need some support to do 
these things. That’s the role of social 
care.’ 55 

 
Social care is about giving us the support we 
need to live our lives, when we need it. When 
organised well it provides a foundation that 
enables everyone to live a life they choose, 
one ‘with meaning, purpose and connection’. 
It therefore has a critical role to play in 
levelling up. More investment is needed. But it 
needs to be harnessed to a new vision for 
social care and new approaches to delivering 
support that are built around people and 
communities, rather than services.  
 
As John Hills argued, we all need support at 
different times. ‘Over our whole lives we are 
all – or nearly all – considerable beneficiaries 
of the welfare state.’ It helps us cope ‘with the 
complexities of lives that change and develop 
over time, often in unpredictable ways’.56 
Universal public services ensure that every 
child has the best start in life. As adults they 
give us more control over our own lives and 
create solidarity with others. And they help 
every one of us to flourish and fulfil our 
potential. In short, they provide the essential 
foundation for levelling up.  
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An adequate standard of living 
 
 
Levelling up means ensuring that everyone 
has an adequate standard of living. We should 
all have enough to eat and a secure home 
where we can keep warm and dry; fair and 
decent work for those who can work, and 
social security for those who are unable to 
work or are looking for a job.  
 
Disadvantage and discrimination mean that 
some of us are more likely to lack these 
essentials, for example because of our age, 
because we are disabled, because we are 
women and / or because of our ethnicity. By 
recognising these systemic and structural 
inequalities and tackling their root causes we 
can level up opportunity and improve 
outcomes for everyone. 
 
Fair and decent work 

 
‘A fair day’s wages for a fair day’s work: 
it is as just a demand as governed men 
ever made of the governing.’ Thomas 
Carlyle, 1843 

 
The government has suggested that creating 
a high wage economy is a key element of its 
levelling up agenda. This is very welcome. 
Today around one fifth of workers are in low 
paid, insecure work. As we show below, 
women, disabled people and people from 
Black and minority ethnic communities are 
most likely to be in these types of job. This is 
compounded by the discrimination they 
experience in the workplace.  
 
Fair and decent work57 is the foundation of a 
more prosperous society and an economy that 
works for everyone. Every job should pay a 
living wage. A job should be secure enough to 
give us stability and flexible enough to balance 
our working lives with family and other 
responsibilities. We all should have basic 
rights at work, such as the right to statutory 

sick pay and flexible working, guaranteed 
from day one, with opportunities for training 
and progression throughout our working life. 
 
This is not the case in the UK today. With 
more than half of families in poverty in work 
(56%), it is clear that for too many of us work 
really doesn’t pay. In 2020, 14% of the 
workforce were low paid, 21% of those 
workers were paid less than the Real Living 
Wage. Many of us in low paid work will be 
stuck there. Over a 10-year period, from 2006 
– 2016, only 17% of low paid workers had 
escaped poverty by the end of the decade. 
Women were significantly less likely to escape 
than men.58 
 
Low pay is increasingly associated with a lack 
of security in work, a trend that has grown 
steadily since 2008. In 2019, 20% of the 
workforce were in some form of precarious 
employment, including those on zero hours 
contracts, in temporary work wanting a 
permanent job, or self-employed ‘gig’ 
workers.59 These workers typically earn one 
third less than those in permanent jobs.60 This 
means that for many working families even 
having both parents in work is not enough to 
protect against poverty.61 
 
As the Women and Equalities Committee 
found, there are ‘systemic issues’ associated 
with zero hours contracts and the gig 
economy. You are not guaranteed work and 
you may not earn enough, or work sufficient 
hours to benefit from formal entitlements such 
as Statutory Sick Pay.62 The entitlements that 
you do have are often unclear and therefore 
more difficult to enforce, leaving you more 
vulnerable to labour market abuses.63  If you 
are a migrant worker, with no recourse to 
public funds, you are particularly vulnerable. 
You have a ‘much higher risk of unsafe 
working conditions and no choice but to work, 
often in multiple, precarious jobs’, despite 
risks to your health.64 
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Low pay, insufficient and changing hours of 
work (often at short notice) take a toll on our 
physical health and mental well-being, as well 
as our standard of living. Not only is it much 
harder to budget on a meagre and fluctuating 
income, it is also difficult to plan family life or 
social activities when you may not know in 
advance when, or whether you are working.  
 
These are universal challenges, affecting 
anyone who is unable to earn enough to get 
by. Or who has no say over their own working 
lives, let alone what happens in their 
workplace. But young people, disabled 
workers, Black and minority ethnic workers 
and those from poorer regions face persistent 
pay and employment gaps and have a much 
greater risk of being in precarious 
employment.  
 
Discrimination in the workplace 
 
To level up the economy and advance equality 
in the workplace we need to understand the 
specific barriers that different groups face. 
The examples below, while not reflecting 
every group, are illustrative of the way that 
discrimination shapes peoples experience of 
the workplace. 
 

Disabled workers  
 
In 2020, 52.1% of disabled people were in 
work, compared to 83.3% of non-disabled, a 
31.2% gap.65 For BME disabled workers, the 
gap is even wider, at 34.1%.66 Those in work 
earn 12.2% less on average than non-disabled 
workers, with disabled women experiencing 
even larger gaps.67  
 
Disabling work places and processes too often 
hold disabled people back. In-work support for 
disabled workers is inconsistent and their legal 
rights are not always enforced. As the Work 
and Pensions Committee recently argued: 
‘While the law requires employers to make 
reasonable adjustments to support disabled 
workers, in reality some employers either do 

not understand their obligations or 
deliberately flout them.’ 68 
 

Black and Asian workers  
 
In her review of race in the workplace 
Baroness McGregor Smith found that BME 
workers ‘are more likely to perceive the 
workplace as hostile, they are less likely to 
apply for and be given promotions and they 
are more likely to be disciplined or judged 
harshly.’69 A recent study of the experience of 
BAME women at work by the TUC confirms 
this: 45% reported unfair treatment and 31% 
of all BME women and 45% of disabled BME 
women said they had experienced 
discrimination in the workplace. They were 
also twice as likely to be in insecure jobs as 
white workers, or over-qualified for the work 
they do.70   
 
Black workers and Asian workers have lower 
rates of employment (66%) than white people 
(78%), with Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
communities being disproportionately 
affected.71 For those in-work pay gaps persist 
even when other factors are taken into 
account: Black male graduates, for example, 
‘can expect to be paid 17% less than white 
male graduates after accounting for their 
background and their job’.72  
 

Younger workers 
 
In 2019, 22% of all low paid jobs were done 
by 16-24 year olds.73 During lockdown 
younger workers were at greatest risk of 
redundancy. However, the proportion of young 
black people unemployed increased from 25% 
to 34%, compared to a more modest rise from 
11% to 13% for young white people.74  

 

Older workers  
 
In the first year of the pandemic the 
employment rate of older workers fell by 
1.4%, twice that of 25-49 years olds (0.7%).75 
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Yet older workers find it harder to get back 
into work if they lose their job, with many 
experiencing ageism in the recruitment 
process.76 When they do get work it is likely to 
be on substantially lower pay.77 
 

Women 
 
Over 40% of women report sexual harassment 
at work, with Black and disabled women 
facing an even higher risk.78 Women also face 
a motherhood penalty, from a greater risk of 
redundancy when pregnant79 to a long term, 
negative impact on their career and earnings 
if they leave work or reduce hours after the 
birth of their child.80  
 
Women are more likely to be on lower hourly 
pay rates and in lower paid sectors because of 
the gendered nature of the jobs market and 
the need combine paid work with their caring 
responsibilities.81 In 2020, 78% of all jobs in 
the health and social work sector, and 71% of 
jobs in education were held by women.82 Yet 
approximately half of care workers earn less 
than the Real Living Wage (two thirds in the 
private sector). Many earn less than the 
National Living Wage, because travel time is 
not taken into account. They are also four 
times more likely to be on a zero hours 
contract. Significantly:  
 

‘this is a predominantly female workforce 
(83 per cent of frontline care workers are 
women), with disproportionate BAME 
representation, and includes many who 
have caring responsibilities of their own 
(one-third are parents and one-in-seven 
are single parents, for example).’83 

 
These examples show the cumulative impact 
of discrimination and disadvantage in the 
labour market. And it underlines the need to 
address both to level up opportunity and give 
every worker the freedom to progress and 
thrive in the workplace.  
 

The way forward 
 
Flexible employment should be a good thing. 
Many of us, particularly women, want jobs 
that fit around our lives and caring 
responsibilities. It becomes a problem when 
this flexibility is one-sided, when we cannot 
choose our hours or challenge our employer. 
In December 2018, the government published 
its response to the Taylor Review of Modern 
Working Practices.84 The Good Work Plan 
accepted most of the Review’s 
recommendations to improve the quality of 
work for all. This includes stronger 
employment protection for agency workers 
and others on insecure contracts, backed up 
by better enforcement.  
 
The government must now follow through on 
these promises, putting in place a clear legal 
framework to underpin employment rights. It 
should also work with employers to improve 
the quality as well as the quantity of work in 
the UK85 and to advance equality in the 
workplace. Mandatory reporting has narrowed 
the gender pay gap by almost one fifth 
(19%).86 This should now be extended to 
include reporting of ethnicity and disability pay 
gaps, backed up by targeted actions plans. 
These plans should be developed with 
minoritized workers and should address both 
individual and intersectional needs. Actions 
should include, for example, fair and 
transparent processes for recruitment, 
remuneration, and progression and 
enforcement of existing legal duties towards 
disabled workers. 
  
People should not be forced to change jobs in 
order make ends meet: all jobs should be 
adequately paid. Low pay is particularly 
prevalent in some sectors, such as hospitality, 
retail and care work. The government should 
work with employers and trade unions to 
improve pay and conditions in these sectors. 
There is also a need to value the work that 
women already do, as paid and unpaid carers, 
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and the vital contribution this makes to the 
economy. 
 

Social Security 
 
 

‘Social security plays a vital role in our 
society, whether we’re in a national crisis 
or in ‘normal’ times. Our social security 
system should protect families from 
harm. It should help people keep their 
head above water if they lose their job, if 
their income is too low or insecure, if 
they are sick or if their circumstances 
change. It should protect people from 
poverty and bring stability, opening up 
options and opportunities for them to 
improve their prospects.’87 

 
A well-functioning social security system is the 
heart of a more compassionate society. It 
protects us from poverty, and prevents us 
from sinking into debt and destitution if and 
when our fortunes change. But to function 
well it needs to be built around people’s needs 
and based on trust and solidarity, rather than 
sanctions.  
 
As we show below, welfare reforms over the 
last decade have eroded the value of working 
age benefits. This has led to more people 
becoming destitute and a greater reliance on 
sticking plaster remedies such as food banks.  
 
Impact of welfare reform 
 
Over the last ten years the value of benefits 
has fallen in real terms. Welfare reforms since 
2010 have meant that: 

• the basic rate of benefits and tax 
credits have been frozen since 2015 
(and limited to a 1% rise in the three 
years before that), 
 

• there is a cap on the total amount of 
benefits that can be claimed and on 
Local Housing Allowance, 

 
• child-related benefits have been cut by 

19%, while the two-child limit reduces 
further the amount of support available 
to larger families leading to a rise in 
child poverty 27% to 31%,88 

 
• claimants must wait five weeks 

between claiming and receiving 
benefits, leaving people without any 
income during that time, 

 
• automatic deductions for advances to 

cover those five weeks, or to cover 
council tax and other arrears, such as 
heating or rent, can leave people with 
little left to live on, tipping them into 
destitution;89 almost half (47%) of 
people referred to food banks in 2019 
were in debt to the Department for 
Work and Pensions.90 
 

Although the proportion of people living in 
relative poverty has changed little over the 
last 15 years (22%), many more are now in 
work. More worrying still is a marked increase 
in destitution in the UK: 2.4 million people 
were destitute at some point in 2019 (the year 
before the pandemic), including over half a 
million children. A 50% increase since 2017.91 
In that year (2019/20) people on income 
related benefits were twice as likely to be in 
arrears with a household bill or to afford a 
healthy diet and three times less likely to keep 
their home warm.92 As the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation argues: 
 

‘The social security system isn’t 
protecting people sufficiently, leaving 
many families financially vulnerable, with 
those in receipt of income-related 
benefits tending to have higher levels of 
debt, lower levels of savings and being 
more likely to rely on additional 
borrowing for any unexpected bills or 
financial shortfall.’93 
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Food bank referrals are a key indicator of a 
failing benefits system. Of the 700,000 
households referred to a foodbank in 2019/20, 
95% were destitute and three quarters were 
severely food insecure. Almost two thirds 
(62%) were disabled. As we went into 
lockdown, the need for food banks soared, 
particularly for lone parents and disabled 
people. In April 2020 the Trussell Trust alone 
distributed 84% more food parcels than it had 
in February 2020.94 
 
The only reason people need to use foodbanks 
is because they are in extreme economic need 
- ‘that is, not having enough money to buy food 
once essential bills have been paid’. And they 
are in economic need because, first and 
foremost, they do not have ‘sufficient income 
from the social security safety net’.95  
 
Systemic inequality means that these changes 
have affected some groups more than others. 
Four out of five lone parents (90% of whom 
are women) rely on income-related benefits to 
keep afloat and therefore have been 
particularly adversely affected. Higher rates of 
poverty amongst Black, Asian and minority 
ethnic families, especially those with larger 
families, mean that they too have seen their 
income fall.  
 
Disabled people have been hit hardest by the 
cumulative impact of welfare reforms over the 
last decade.96 As well as being affected by the 
benefit cap and freeze, disabled people have 
also lost specific disability-related benefits and 
work allowances. According to the Disability 
Benefits Consortium, these changes have left 
disabled people four times worse off 
financially than non-disabled people, losing on 
average £1,200 a year. For people with 
multiple disabilities, the loss is even greater. 
As the Consortium state, ‘Disabled people 
don’t just lose money – they lose access to 
transport, their independence and in some 
cases their jobs’.97 
 

Welfare reforms over the last decade were 
designed to simplify the benefit system and 
encourage people to move off benefits and 
into work. A key principle being that no-one 
on benefits should be better off than someone 
in work. More recent assessments suggest 
that this logic is flawed. The Work and 
Pensions Committee, for example, found that 
the benefit cap caused ‘unacceptable hardship’ 
to many families. Not least because it does 
not take account of the barriers to work faced 
by lone parents, disabled people and others.98 
 
The same flawed logic underpins the recent 
changes to Universal Credit announced in the 
2021 Budget. The higher National Living 
Wage, reducing the taper rate and changes to 
work allowances will benefit those in low paid 
work, especially those working full time. But 
these changes do not help those who are 
unable to work or who are looking for work. 
Again disabled people, lone parents and 
others facing barriers to the labour market are 
left struggling to cope. A well-designed social 
security system should prevent hardship, not 
create it.  
 
In the short term, the government needs to 
reinstate the £20 uplift and extend it to those 
on legacy benefits (eg Job Seekers Allowance, 
Employment Support Allowance). It should 
also mitigate weaknesses in the current 
system, for example, by removing the two-
child limit and benefit cap. Longer term the 
government needs to recognise that the 
system is not fit purpose. It needs to be 
fundamentally reformed. Social security 
claimants should be directly involved in this 
process, to ensure that it is built around the 
needs of those who are looking for, or unable 
to work. 
 
No recourse to public funds 
 
The pandemic has highlighted the significant 
contribution that migrant workers make to the 
UK economy. While many have valid leave to 
remain, they have No Recourse to Public 
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Funds (NRPF) even though they may have 
lived and worked here for ten years or more. 
NRPF prevents migrants from accessing a 
range of support including Universal Credit, 
free School meals, free childcare or tax 
credits, leaving them and their families at high 
risk of homelessness and destitution. 
According to the Children’s Society, ‘thousands 
of children in the UK [are] facing deep, long 
term poverty’ because of NRPF.99 
 
Women, Black and Asian migrants appear to 
be most at risk of experiencing severe 
financial hardship with no safety net at all. 
Women wanting to leave an abusive or violent 
relationship, for example, find it much harder 
to access support because of this. With 
migrants over-represented in shut-down 
sectors such as hospitality (28%) and retail 
(17%), there has been a steep rise in the 
number experiencing severe hardship. 
Between March 2020 and December 2020 
Citizen’s Advice saw a 91% increase in NRPF 
issues. This includes people unable to afford 
to self-isolate or shield, those in debt, 
particularly rent arrears, or being made 
redundant.100 
 
The Nationality and Borders Bill will extend 
this requirement to refugees deemed to have 
come to the UK ‘unlawfully’ and EU citizens 
who have not applied to the EU settlement 
scheme or arriving in the UK after December 
2020.  
 
NRPF impoverishes families with a legal right 
to live and work in the UK. Families who are 
required to pay tax on their earnings, helping 
to fund benefits and services that they 
themselves cannot use. These restrictions 
should be lifted completely. Everyone living in 
the UK should be able to access publicly-
funded support, irrespective of their 
employment or immigration status. 
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A secure home 
 
 

‘By ensuring everyone has access to a 
home that they can afford and that 
offers security we enable people to seize 
new opportunities.’ 101 

 
It is difficult to level up opportunity when so 
many people do not have a home they can 
call their own. A lack of genuinely affordable 
homes for rent is causing significant hardship 
and misery for families. And doing so at 
considerable cost to the public purse. As we 
show below, structural discrimination means 
that already disadvantaged groups are more 
likely to live in overcrowded or unsuitable 
accommodation and to pay a greater 
proportion of their income in rent. 
 
A secure home gives people a firm foundation 
on which to build their lives. It gives children 
the stability they need to learn and thrive at 
school and makes it easier for adults to find 
and keep a job. It helps to create safer 
neighbourhoods and strengthen communities. 
And it is a vital determinant of health and 
well-being. This has become more apparent 
during the pandemic. On the one hand we 
saw the rise of mutual aid groups as people 
found ways of supporting their neighbours 
during lockdown. On the other, poor housing 
conditions and overcrowding placed some of 
us at greater risk of covid.  
 
Everyone has the right to a safe, secure home 
that they can afford. Yet in 2020, 1:3 
households (32%) ‘had at least one major 
housing problem relating to overcrowding, 
affordability or poor quality housing’.102 These 
problems, their causes and consequences are 
explored below. Once again we can see how 
discrimination in the labour market, the 
housing market and in government policies 
more generally affect people’s chances of 
living in safe, secure and affordable 
accommodation. 

 
Lockdown measures 
 
At the start of lockdown the government 
undertook a number of temporary measures 
to alleviate housing stress. This included, for 
example, uprating Local Housing Allowance, 
which had been frozen since 2016; delaying 
the benefit cap for new claimants; and 
introducing a stay on evictions against those 
who built up rent arrears. The ‘Everyone In’ 
initiative, targeted at rough sleepers 
succeeded in its goal of reducing infections 
and by January 2021 had helped more than 
37,000 people into accommodation.103  
 
These measures made a real difference to 
people’s lives during the pandemic, but these 
gains could well be lost in the recovery. In 
May 2021 the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
highlighted the fears faced by renters on low 
income: 
 

‘1.7 million renting households are 
worried about paying their rent, and 
almost 1 million renting households are 
worried about being evicted over the 
same period. Black, Asian and minority 
ethnic (BAME) renters, renters with 
children, lower-income renters and 
renters that have lost in income during 
the pandemic are disproportionately 
struggling.’ 104 

 
During the course of the pandemic, people on 
middle and higher incomes (especially the top 
10%), have seen their savings increase during 
lockdown and have been able to pay off any 
debts. However, those on lower incomes, who 
spend much more on essentials such as rent, 
food and utilities, have had to take on more 
debt during this time.105 For those on 
furlough, losing even 20% of an already low 
income can cause major financial difficulty.  
 
This has left many who saw their income lost 
or reduced in lockdown ‘more precariously 
positioned for the future’.106 In this next 
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recovery phase they will need support to help 
pay back arrears and get on their feet again 
without losing their home. Measures taken so 
far, such as the introduction of the 
discretionary Household Support Fund, are 
welcome. But again this sticking plaster 
approach does not address the underlying 
problem: too many people are having to 
spend too high a proportion of their income 
on rent. 
 
Affordability 
 
High housing costs are a major cause of in-
work poverty and increasing homelessness. 
This is because there are not enough 
genuinely affordable, secure homes for people 
on low income. Over the last 20 years the 
private rental sector has more than doubled in 
size, and now makes up 19% of the housing 
market. In contrast the social sector, where 
rents are cheaper and tenancies more secure, 
has seen a significant decline, from nearly 
40% in 1979 to only 17% in 2019. 107  
 
This has had a significant impact on families 
on low income, who now have no choice but 
to rely on the private rental sector. In 2018/19 
more than one third of private tenants were in 
poverty.108 Not only are housing costs more 
expensive in this sector, rents have been rising 
faster than incomes: incomes after housing 
costs fell by 6% between 2016/17 and 
2018/19.109 And for poorer working 
households they have fallen more steeply.110 
With rent taking up a greater proportion of 
people’s incomes, there is less money for 
other expenses, including necessities such as 
food and heating. 
 
Over the last 20 years, government spending 
on housing benefit has doubled, and now 
stands at £22 billion a year. Yet for those who 
rely on it, it covers a much lower proportion of 
their rent than in the past.  According to the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation ‘The high cost of 
private renting is leaving almost one million 

families paying rent they cannot afford’.111  
The majority of these families are in work. 
Unaffordable private rents have pushed more 
and more people into homelessness. Between 
2010 and 2020 there was a 91% rise in the 
number of families placed in temporary 
accommodation, with a 299% increase in the 
use of Bed and Breakfast accommodation.112 
In addition to the deep personal toll this takes 
on people’s lives, it also costs the public sector 
‘in excess of £1 billion’ a year. These additional 
financial costs more than offset any savings 
achieved by capping local housing 
allowances.113  
 
To level up, a more balanced mix of tenure is 
needed, including more genuinely affordable 
housing and long-term tenancies suitable for 
low income families and others with specific 
housing needs. The government has invested 
in home ownership, through schemes such as 
Help to Buy and the temporary suspension of 
stamp duty. A comparable investment in social 
housing would deliver a relatively quick and 
cost-effective economic stimulus, creating 
‘shovel ready’ jobs in the construction industry 
and related supply chains, as well as relieving 
a major cause of hardship and insecurity.114 
 
Overcrowding 
 
Overcrowding has been steadily increasing in 
both the private and social rented sectors 
since the 1990s. In the social sector the 
number of people living in overcrowded 
accommodation increased from 5% in 
1998/99 to 9% in 2018.19, a record high, and 
has more than doubled for private renters 
over the same period, from 3% to 7%.115 
According to Shelter, this has now reached 
crisis point, with 1.5 million households living 
in overcrowded homes. Moreover, it is a crisis 
fuelled by chronic underinvestment in social 
housing: in 2018/19 less than 7000 social 
homes were built in England, while 23,000 
were lost to sales or demolition in the same 
period.116 
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Levels of overcrowding are much higher for 
some minority ethnic groups: 24% of 
Bangladeshi households, 18% of Pakistani and 
16% of Black African households live in 
overcrowded accommodation without access 
to outdoor space, compared to only 2% of 
white British households.117 As both Public 
Health England118 and the Women and 
Equalities Committee119 have shown, such 
challenges have exacerbated the risks of 
Covid-19 transmission, mortality and morbidity 
for these groups.  
 
But overcrowding is detrimental to people’s 
health and well-being even outside of a 
pandemic: 
 

‘Growing up in an overcrowded home 
can mean not having anywhere to 
concentrate on homework or enough 
space to play. It can impact the 
development of toddlers, who don’t have 
the space to crawl and explore. Being 
forced to share a bedroom with your kids 
can mean no privacy, no sleep and a 
huge strain on family relationships.’120 

 
Safety and security 
 
Today, 18% of housing stock does not meet 
decent homes standards, with the highest 
proportion of non-decent homes in the private 
rental sector (23%), and lowest in the social 
sector (12%). Research by Shelter, reported in 
The Guardian, found a close link between 
overcrowding and poor housing conditions, 
with the same groups at risk of both:  
 

‘Structural racism and discrimination 
mean black, Asian and disabled people, 
gay people, people on low incomes and 
single parents are overwhelmingly more 
likely to experience poor and inadequate 
housing.’121 

 
This study found that Black and Asian people 
‘were almost five times more likely to 
experience discrimination when looking for a 

safe, secure and affordable home than white 
people (14% versus 3%)’. They were almost 
twice as likely to report living in a property 
with safety hazards, including serious 
structural defects.  
 
It also found that one in ten disabled people 
had difficulties finding a safe, secure home 
and more than half (56%) said they were 
affected by the housing crisis.122  According to 
the Equality and Human Rights Commission, 
‘there is a severe shortage of accessible 
housing across all tenures’. In England, for 
example, only 7% of homes offer minimal 
accessible features.123 Unsuitable 
accommodation not only has a direct impact 
on disabled people’s physical and mental 
health, but on their ability to live independent 
lives. 
 
LGBT+ people, particularly young people, are 
at higher risk of homelessness. According to 
the charity akt, 24% of young homeless 
people are LGBT+, with most (77%) having 
been rejected and evicted by their families 
after revealing their sexual identity. For many, 
the experience of being homeless compounds 
their isolation, making it more difficult to 
develop new relationships, including 
friendships. It also takes a toll on their 
physical and mental health. Low awareness of 
the support available (eg housing, money or 
benefits advice) gives rise to high levels of 
unmet need. Of those who did seek help, 
more than half had experienced discrimination 
from the service provider.124 
 
Again these examples demonstrate how 
economic disadvantage and discrimination 
intersect to create unequal outcomes for 
different groups, and the need to address 
both to achieve the goal of levelling up. 
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A hostile environment 
 
We also need to address the practical and 
legal barriers that exacerbate discrimination, 
including policies aimed at creating a hostile 
environment for migrants. For example, 
landlords are now required to check the 
passports of prospective renters to ensure 
they have the ‘right to rent’, under the 
Immigration Act 2014. The Court of Appeal 
has accepted that this scheme is 
discriminatory, because it ‘makes it harder for 
black people, ethnic minorities and migrants 
to rent a home than it is for white people’.125 
It is harder still for those with no recourse to 
public funds, who face a very high risk of 
homelessness and destitution. 
 
For Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Communities, 
living in a caravan as part of a community is 
an integral part of their cultural identity. Yet 
governments have persistently failed to 
prioritise the provision of adequate sites, 
despite the insignificant amount of land 
needed. As a consequence, there is a major 
shortage of sites with access to clean water 
and sanitation, as well as food. 126 This has 
been compounded by the pandemic, with 
many asked by Local Authorities to move on 
without being offered an adequate alternative 
site.  
 
Part 4 of the Police, Crime, Sentencing and 
Courts Bill, currently before Parliament, could 
make this dire situation even worse. It 
introduces a new crime where ‘trespassers 
with the intent to reside’ face imprisonment 
and seizure of their vehicle. Without adequate 
authorised sites, this would place Gypsy and 
Traveller families at risk of losing their homes 
and possessions (their vehicle) and push them 
into the criminal justice system. Friends, 
Families and Travellers, a national organisation 
representing Gypsy, Traveller and Roma 
communities, have identified alternative, 
negotiated solutions to unauthorised 
encampments.127 Failure to engage with 
communities on this issue will only confirm 

their fears that ‘they are, at best, ignored and, 
at worst, actively discriminated against in 
public services and policy making’.128 
 
In 2019, in response to the Women and 
Equalities Committee Inquiry, the government 
agreed that ‘an ambitious programme of work 
needs to be undertaken in order to tackle 
inequalities faced by Gypsy, Roma and 
Traveller communities’. And it promised a 
cross-government strategy to address this. 
Housing and accommodation, including access 
to water and sanitation, were said to be a 
core part of this work. The government must 
withdraw the immediate threat of 
criminalisation facing these communities and 
work with them to develop a strategy to tackle 
the inequalities they face. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
Many people are asking what levelling up 
means and have different views on how to 
achieve this in practice. But whatever the 
question, the answer is always ‘advancing 
equality’. A more equal society is the key to 
our shared prosperity. 
 
Equality is about making a reality of our 
common humanity and the fact that we are all 
born equal in worth, dignity and rights. We all 
have a right to an adequate income, safe, 
secure housing and access to high quality 
public services in order to improve our lives. 
Covid-19 has shown how many of us are 
unable to realise these rights in practice. That 
is why we need to build back better. Creating 
more inclusive social structures and 
institutions and an economy that works for 
everyone. 
  
We have seen how inequality and injustice 
damage people’s lives, create unnecessary 
costs to health and other public services, and 
limits productivity and growth. The question is 
not how can we afford to level up, but how 
can we not? 
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Recommendations 
 
A National Equality Strategy 
 
The UK government should introduce a cross-
government equality strategy that:  
 

• recognises that action is needed across 
a range of policies to address the 
cumulative impact of socio-economic 
disadvantage and racial and other 
forms of discrimination, 
 

• sets explicit, strategic objectives to 
advance equality and social inclusion at 
every level (national, regional, local) 
and gives these goals the same priority 
and attention as economic objectives. 
 

Policies and resources should intentionally 
target inequality, with outcomes for different 
groups considered from the outset.  
 
The government should use its commissioning 
and procurement power to reduce 
discrimination and other barriers to the labour 
market and to public services. 
 
Government investments should intentionally 
achieve a positive equality impact. The 
government should incentivise private capital 
to do the same, in order to maximise the 
impact of public and private investment on 
levelling up goals. 
 
The government should scale up investment in 
the social economy in general, and in 
Community Develop Financial Institutions in 
particular, to ensure that excluded 
entrepreneurs and others working in the most 
economically disadvantaged areas have access 
to affordable finance. 
 
New forms of subsidised social investment 
should be developed to meet the needs of a 
wider range of charities and social enterprises. 
Social investors and potential investees should 

be involved in this process to ensure that they 
are fit for purpose. 
 
As the Women and Equalities Committee has 
recommended, existing anti-discrimination and 
equality legislation must be, and be seen to 
be, robustly enforced129. We support these 
recommendations, including the need for: 
 

• the EHRC to have a stronger, strategic 
role in ensuring that employers, public 
authorities, service providers and other 
regulators comply with their legal 
obligations, 
 

• all other regulators, inspectorates and 
ombudsman, use their powers to 
ensure compliance in their areas of 
responsibility. 
 

These bodies must have the resources they 
need to carry out their role, so there is a 
realistic prospect that those who do not meet 
their legal obligations will be caught and 
sanctioned. 
 
People and places 
 
Responsibility for placed-based funding, 
including both the Levelling Up Fund and the 
UK Shared Prosperity Fund, should be 
devolved to the Scottish and Welsh 
governments, the Northern Ireland Assembly 
and to local and combined authorities in 
England. 
 

• Funds should be allocated according to 
need, based on a fair and transparent 
formula. 
 

• Local plans should be based on 
objective evidence of inequalities in 
each area, and the barriers faced by 
marginalised groups, and informed by 
the needs, view and priorities of those 
groups themselves. 

• Dedicated funding should be available 
to local communities and civil society 
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organisations to develop and 
strengthen grassroots infrastructure 
and support their participation in 
decisions affecting their locality more 
broadly.  
 

A new funding settlement for local 
government, weighted for deprivation, would 
provide long term, sustainable investment in 
social infrastructure and enhance local 
authorities’ ability to lead change in their area. 
 
A care-led recovery, with investment in 
universal child care and in a radically new 
vision for social care, would improve outcomes 
for children, increase opportunity for women 
and disabled people and create jobs.  
 
A right to fair and decent work  
 
The government should, as a matter of 
urgency, introduce an Employment Bill to 
implement its Good Work Plan. 
This should provide a clear legal framework to 
underpin workers’ right to basic protections in 
the workplace, including the right to 
 

• flexible working from day one, 
• a regular hours contract, decent notice 

of shifts and compensation for 
cancelled shifts, 

• statutory sick pay, paid at an adequate 
rate, 

• protection from redundancy for 
pregnant women, (as set out in Maria 
Miller’s Pregnancy and Maternity 
(Redundancy Protection) Bill), 

• a greater say in the workplace. 
 

These must be accompanied by clear 
information and support, so that people 
understand and exercise their rights, backed 
up by adequate, and adequately resourced, 
enforcement mechanisms. 
 
 
 
 

A right to equal treatment at work 
 
Mandatory reporting has narrowed the gender 
pay gap by almost one fifth (19%).130 This 
should now be extended. Employers should be 
required to report ethnicity and disability pay 
gaps and produce targeted action plans to 
address these.  
 
Action to address pay gaps should be 
intersectional, recognising the cumulative 
impact of ethnicity, disability and gender on 
people’s pay and progression in the 
workplace. This should include, for example,  
 

• Fair and transparent processes for 
recruitment, remuneration and 
progression. 
 

• A willingness to make reasonable 
adjustments to work roles and the work 
environment to maximise the individual 
strengths and experiences of all 
employees. 
 

Senior managers in all sectors should be 
accountable for creating inclusive workplace 
cultures. This should be a key performance 
indicator, backed up by robust data to 
measure progress. Those workers most 
effected should be actively involved in the 
development of plans. 
 
Employers already have a duty to make 
reasonable adjustments at work for disabled 
employees. This must be actively enforced.  
 
The government should work with disabled 
people’s organisations to review the 
effectiveness of the Access to Work scheme to 
ensure that every disabled person has the 
support they need at work.  
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A right to social security 
 
Changes announced in the Budget 2021 will 
help those in low paid work, but those who 
are unable to work, or are between jobs, will 
not benefit from these changes. To ensure 
that everyone has an adequate standard of 
living, the government also needs to: 
 

• reinstate the £20 a week uplift and 
extending it to those on legacy 
benefits, 
 

• remove the two-child limit and benefit 
cap, 

 
• end the use of sanctions and 

conditionality, 
 

• review benefit levels for disabled 
people, ensuring that every disabled 
person has a secure income, with a 
premium to cover the additional costs 
they face, 
 

• remove No Recourse to Public Funds. 
 

The government should also acknowledge that 
these weaknesses in the social security system 
are structural, and therefore the system 
requires fundamental reform to be fit for 
purpose.  
 
A reformed system should be built around 
people’s needs and based on trust and 
empathy with people experiencing financial 
hardship. People with lived experience of the 
social security system should be directly 
involved in its redesign, including those for 
whom employment is not a viable or available 
option. 
 
A right to a secure home 
 
Private tenants should have the right to safe 
and secure homes. Measure to address this in 
the short term include: an end to Section 21 
evictions; a register of landlords; some level of 

rent protection; and greater enforcement of 
housing standards. 
 
The government should end discrimination by 
landlords, enforcing the rights of social 
security claimants and removing ‘right to rent’ 
checks on prospective tenants’ passports. 
Reductions in housing benefit support should 
be reversed and Local Housing Allowance 
increased to the 50th percentile of average 
rents in an area.  
 
Women’s refuges must be adequately funded, 
so that no-one need be turned away when 
they leave a violent or abusive relationship, 
this should include provision for women with 
No Recourse to Public Funds.  
 
Long term, the government needs to invest in 
social housing to give families on low income 
the security of long-term tenancies at a rent 
they can afford. This will also reduce the 
amount spent on Local Housing Allowance. 
 
The government should also make it easier for 
local government to build and invest in 
housing and exercise control over local 
Permitted Development Rights to achieve this 
goal. 
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Accessibility 
 
Inclusive design must be a statutory 
requirement for all housing, as well as for 
public spaces and the built environment more 
generally.  
Last year the government consulted on 
changes to Building Regulations to improve 
accessibility for all new homes. We strongly 
endorse Option 4, that is: 
 

• the current optional standards for 
Accessible and Adaptable Homes 
(M4(2)) should become the minimum 
standard for all new homes, 

• there should be a set percentage of 
homes for wheelchair user (M4(3) 
homes) in all areas.131 
 

Gypsy, Traveller and Roma communities 
The provisions in the Police, Crime, 
Sentencing and Courts Bill that would 
effectively criminalise Gypsy and Traveller 
communities must be removed. The 
government must engage with those 
communities to agree alternative solutions.  
 
The government should work with the 
community to develop a cross-government 
strategy to improve outcomes for Gypsy, 
Roma and Traveller communities, as promised 
in its response to the Women and Equalities 
Committee report.132 
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