
Introduction
London has fascinated people for centuries. The city

survives by drawing people in. Far too few are born here to

sustain the city’s population and London has always relied

on in-migration to survive – immigration has been

essential for the city to grow. It has also always needed

optimistic people to journey to the capital and it still

attracts many with the promise that their fortune can be

made here.

We tend to only remember life’s winners. In the

1350s a boy was born in Pauntley in Gloucestershire and

christened Richard. He travelled to London to be an

apprentice and became a master craftsman, then became

wealthy and eventually became Lord Mayor of London. (It

was easier then too to become a politician if you had

money.) In fact he became London Mayor four times over.

Only one person can be Mayor at any one time and if

someone becomes Mayor more than once it offers fewer

opportunities for all the rest, but sadly the rest don’t tend to

be remembered (Humphries and Leunig, 2007).

Richard Whittington’s story is remembered today by

the tale of Dick Whittington, who believed the streets of

London to be paved with gold and came and made his

fortune. In the past, most youngsters travelling to London

would never become rich. Many would in fact die young

from infectious diseases which have always been more

prevalent in cities. Those who did not perish young would

often live in poverty. However, on average, people moving

to London have been a little healthier, taller, and have

harboured a little more ambition (or a dream) than those

who didn’t make the move (ibid.), and this has kept

London vibrant, resulting in a continued influx to the

perpetually highly-divided city. 

How divided is London? A report released by John

Hill’s inquiry during 2010 revealed that the richest tenth of

Londoners had recourse each to at least 270 times the

wealth of the poorest tenth of Londoners (Hills et al.,
2010). The very worst-off of that richest tenth held at least

£1 million in assets, which often included the value of their

property and their future pension rights. Yet these people

did not feel very well-off in London because the rest of the

best-off tenth of Londoners were mostly much richer than

even they were. London is thought to be the home, and

almost certainly contains the second or third of fourth or

further homes, of more of the very richest people on the

planet than any other city in the world.

It has to be ‘almost certainly’ because the rich tend to

be very secretive about their wealth. In contrast, statistics

on the poor have usually been easier to obtain, but are still

often contentious. London has been known for many years

not only as a place of concentration of wealth, but also as

the home to the single greatest concentration of poverty to

be found in Western Europe. This was recognized as long

ago as 1987, when it was said that:

Although the percentage officially unemployed in

Greater London is a little smaller than average for

Britain the city holds the largest concentration of

unemployed in the industrialised world, and the real

total is at least 150,000 larger than the total of over

400,000 admitted by the Government. 

(Townsend et al., 1987: 29)

It is still very much the case today that London contains

some of the largest numbers of very poor people in

Western Europe, despite being its richest city. In this paper,

five aspects of inequality in London are examined:
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education, poverty, work, squalor and disease. It will

concentrate on the geographical distributions of these

inequality distributions and do this at the ward level, but

within each ward there is far more inequality than is found

between wards, so what is presented here is just the tip of

the iceberg regarding the extremes of life chances than can

be found in London today. Map 1 shows are the boroughs

of London where the wards are displayed on an equal

population projection in which the map is stretched

according to the population distribution (Hennig, 2013).

This basemap is used as it gives every Londoner the same

amount of space and results in a fairer display of the

realities in which people live.

(a) Education
If you have ever wondered about the pattern of school

exam results according to where every child lives, Map 2

shows this for London. Each ward is coloured by the

average capped General Certificate of Secondary

Education (GCSE) score based on the best eight results

made by each pupil, of children taking those exams

residing in that ward. Results tend to be lowest in East

London, inner London just south of the river (Lewisham),

and up through some Haringey and Enfield wards, but

there are enclaves of low scores almost everywhere. Areas

with particularly high scores are generally harder to come

by and tend to be more common in the outer boroughs, but

they also exist in Kensington and Chelsea and the southern

end of Westminster. Usually there are wards with average

scores in between these extremes, but not always.

About 1.6 million children aged under 16 live in

London. Almost all of these will take GCSE exams at

around age 16. Based on recent past performance, the

‘average’ child in London is awarded 337 points for their

GCSEs (yellow areas in the map above). These points are

for the eight highest marks, so would roughly equate to the
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Map 1 The basemap used in this text may look a little strange. That is because it is drawn on a projection that gives everyone

equal space on the map – a detailed population cartogram of London (data source: Office for National Statistics, 2011)
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Map 2 Capped GCSE average point scores for pupils at the end of Key Stage 4 in maintained schools (referenced by location

of pupil residence), based on ward-level data for 2010, projected on a gridded population cartogram (data source: Greater

London Authority, 2011)

Figure 1 GCSE scores of school children in London by GCSE decile ward group for 2010 (data source: Greater London

Authority, 2011)
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Map 3 The proportion of children living in poverty based on ward-level estimates for 2009 projected on a gridded population

cartogram, map using the share of dependent children receiving child tax credit and those in out-of-work families as a simple

proxy (data source: Greater London Authority, 2011)

Figure 2 School children in London in poverty, percentage by GCSE decile ward group for 2010 (data source: Greater

London Authority, 2011)

SOC Bulletin (Vol 47)j_SOC Bulletin  11/06/2014  09:31  Page 24



SoC BULLETIN Vol 47 25

Map 4 Average household income after tax (before housing costs), based on ward-level estimates for 2008 projected on a

gridded population cartogram (data source: Office for National Statistics, 2011)

Figure 3 Ward-level child poverty plotted against household income wealth (data sources: Greater London Authority, 2011

and Office for National Statistics, 2011)
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results of A*, A, B, C, C, C, D and E for the best eight

GCSEs (as 58 + 52 + 46 + 40 + 40 + 40 + 34 + 28 = 338).

However, most children do better or worse than this and

not many are ‘average’. In London, the 160,000 children

growing up in the wards where the results are lowest

tended to achieve an average point score of 304, just a

fraction over getting six Cs, one D and one E. In contrast,

the same number of children living in wards where the

results tended to be highest achieved an average score of

376, just a little higher than four As, two Bs, one C and one

D.

Figure 1 shows the average scores for each of ten

groups of London children. It is worth noting that it is not

a straight line relationship and both the worst and best

tenths stand out a little. This figure was used to decide how

to colour Map 2. Each of the ten groups of wards on the

map contains the same number of children, all those with

the most similar GCSE results by the area they live in.

(b) Poverty
How might the difference between average GCSE results

by London ward be related to the extent of poverty and

inequality that the ward’s school children experience? (It is

possibly harder to do well at school if your family has less;

they can buy you fewer or no books and your parents may

be less able to help you with your coursework. They might

also be less likely to have done coursework themselves.)

Map 3 estimates whether children are living in poverty by

whether they are either reliant on benefits, including child

tax credit1, or are in an out-of-work family. The map

below shows where the highest and lowest proportions of

children estimated to be living in poverty are and also

which areas have average rates of around 20 to 30 per cent.

Note that poverty within London is a little more common

for children here than elsewhere in Britain; housing costs

are higher and there are many very low-paid jobs.

Maps 2 and 3 appear to show very similar patterns,

despite one using ten colour classes and the other just six.

On closer inspection, it turns out that there is a remarkably

clear relationship between the proportions doing better or

worse at GCSE, by area, and poverty. In the worst-off

areas by GCSE result (those coloured dark red in Map 2),

almost three times as many children (38 per cent) are

growing up in poverty than in the best-off areas (13 per

cent; those areas coloured dark blue in Map 2). However,

even in the worst-off areas, the GCSE results are still
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Map 5 Residence of people employed in the financial service industry living in London, based on 2001 census ward-level

estimates projected on a gridded population cartogram (data source: UK Census, 2001)
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remarkably high (see Figure 2). There are entire towns and

cities in Britain where all children, on average, perform

worse than children going to school in the worst-off tenth

of London! These include: Norwich (the lowest scoring),

Burnley, Portsmouth, King’s Lynn, Northampton, Great

Yarmouth, and Ipswich (the highest scoring of these, but

still below London’s worst-off).

(d) Pay
The map of average pay in London (Map 4) helps explain

Map 3 – it is largely low pay that puts households into

poverty (see Figure 3). Nevertheless, most children living

in poverty have a parent living with them who is earning.

There is a campaign in London to increase the ‘living

wage’, so that fewer Londoners would only just get by. It

has been successful, but it is not successful enough yet. 

(e) Bankers
Map 5 shows where bankers tend to live within London; a

key reason why pay is so high in some areas. These are

highly ranked professionals working within the financial

sector that have been identified using 2001 census records.

Notice that a minority cluster exists very near to the towers

in Canary Wharf – but not enough to significantly alter the

average pay of many wards there. Perhaps these are the

lower-paid bankers living nearer to their workplace?

(f) Life Expectancy
Finally, what about life expectancy? It varies too, by about

five years between the extremes. Map 6 shows how this

looks on the ground. It is from maps such as this that

memorable statements are made about the extent of

inequalities in the capital and what they mean for entire

populations who can expect to live much longer – or

shorter – lives.

In recent years, life expectancy gaps have been

discussed a great deal in London. Figure 4 shows the

Jubilee Line gap that has become a symbol for the

disparities within Central London, but which are prevalent

in a complex mosaic pattern throughout the whole city.

Conclusion
It is well known that London is a very divided city. But the

spatial divides, even at ward level, are rarely mapped. It is

much more common to hear of the gaps along the tube
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Map 6 Average life expectancy, based on ward-level estimates for 2007 projected on a gridded population cartogram 

(data source: Greater London Authority 2011)
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lines: ‘a year of life for every stop’. It is rarer to look at all

places at once. It is rarer still to consider these inequalities

on a map that gives everyone equal space.

A divided London is an unjust London, but London

has been divided for many centuries. What is of far greater

concern is ascertaining whether the divisions are growing

or shrinking. Determining these changes depends not just

on what is measured, e.g. exams, poverty, pay, bankers, or

death, but also on how they are measured, at what point in

time to start and stop, and what statistics are used. As an

introduction, this paper reveals a point at which we can

begin to see how such things are changing.

Notes
1. ‘Child tax credit brings together income-related

support for children and for qualifying young people
aged 16–19 who are in full-time non-advanced
education or approved training, into a single tax
credit, payable to the main carer. Families can claim
whether or not the adults are in work’ (Greater
London Authority, 2011).
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Source: Analysis by London Health Observatory
of ONS and GLA data for 2004–2008. Diagram
produced by department of Health.

Figure 4 Differences in male life expectancy within a small area in central London (image kindly provided by and printed

with permission from the London Health Observatory)
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