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We have all just lived through an extraordinary summer and now for many it 
looks like a profoundly challenging winter looms ahead.
 
Even before the country heard the news of the passing of the Queen, and 
witnessed the moving outpouring of grief and gratitude, we had witnessed 
powerful shocks to the system in the last few months.

A Prime Minister who won a landslide majority only months ago lost office at the 
hands of his own MPs.

Inflation, which for years appeared to have been tamed, soared once again, 
pressing more and more people to the edge of poverty, with the promise of 
vastly increased energy bills threatening many more. 

Temperatures soared too, with Britain seeing its first 40 degree days as the 
reality of a changing climate visited this country in a way that it has already 
arrived in so many others around the world.

What each of these shocks had in common was they all were the immediate 
consequence of some very long-term trends. 

The fall of Boris Johnson emerged from the decline of faith in politics and 
politicians that has been growing since at least the expenses scandal of 2009 
and probably for years before that too. 

Inflation and rising energy bills are the consequence both of the pandemic 
and its attendant restrictions not to mention the geopolitical instability that has 
accompanied significant shifts in the global order since the end of the cold war.

And the summer’s heat and drought are most likely only the beginnings of our 
local exposure to the global climate emergency that is the product of how we 
heat our homes and fuel our economies.

What should be clear to all of us now, is that both the short term impact and the 
long term causes of these phenomena matter, and matter enormously. It is vital, 
therefore, for us to turn our minds to both. The task of public policy is to mitigate 
the worst of the immediate effects and tackle the long-term drivers of change.

And as policymakers seek to do that, they will need as well, to learn from 
different kinds of experience and different kinds of expertise. Drawing together 
the knowledge of those on the frontline of the challenges we face with those 
who study the background story, the historic trends and the macro-analysis. 

That is the idea at the heart of the UCL Policy Lab and you can see it at work 
in all of the articles that follow in this magazine, from the arguments of UCL’s 
experts on inflation, immigration and education to the practical wisdom of those 
arguing about the economy on our television screens or making change happen 
day-to-day in organisations like Citizens Advice.

I hope you will enjoy reading their ideas, see the contributions they are making 
and come away even just a little more hopeful than before.

PS. To find out more about our work and events programme, including to hear about 
my inaugural lecture in November sign up for our newsletter. We are also very keen to 
hear from you, about ideas and collaborations.

Dame Clare Moriarty recently became 
Chief Executive of Citizens Advice, having 
previously been Permanent Secretary of 
the Department of the Environment,  
Food and Rural Affairs and the Department 
for Exiting the EU.  The UCL Policy Lab 
has been talking with her about new 
collaborations to tackle the challenges  
of our time. 

Clare Moriarty is clear about the social emergency many are facing 
this winter. The red lights are flashing, and not just metaphorically.  
At Citizens Advice, the organisation Clare leads, their ground-
breaking cost-of-living data dashboard gives real-time insights into 
how the crisis is affecting people—in some cases, predicting the next 
major social and economic challenges of our time. 
 
“One of the things that I’ve found absolutely fascinating and 
wonderful about Citizens Advice”, she says, “is that we’re operating 
on this kind of continuous feedback loop.” “The core of what we’re 
doing”, she continues, “is providing advice and support to people: 
two and a half million people are one-to-one, and about 10 million get 
self-service advice from our website.” But what Citizens Advice can 
also do, “because we’ve got excellent case management systems 
and unique data systems, is translate that into data that tells a story 
and insights, and then we put that together with the capacity to think 
about policy solutions.”
 
That data currently tells of a social crisis that has already arrived. 
When Clare Moriarty speaks, she is armed with the data from the 
dashboard. Not just anecdotal evidence. But the cumulative real-life 
experience of millions. 
 
“One of the things we’ve seen developing in the last few months 
is the number of people who’ve come to us because they can’t 
top up prepayment meters”, she describes. “In June, we looked 
at the expected numbers to plot the trend for the rest of the year.  
But in fact we’ve seen numbers rise even more sharply than that. 
We’re seeing winter problems arrive during the summer. We’d never 
normally expect the energy to be such an issue in the summer.”
 
Turning this observation into policy recommendations, Clare Moriarty 
calls for a moratorium on forcing households onto prepayment 
meters. As she points out, pushing those who are struggling to pay 
into a system that causes them even more economic pain can never 
be the answer.  
 
This data-led and people-centred approach is one reason why  
Clare Moriarty is one of the reasons is excited about working 
alongside the UCL Policy Lab. 
 
“The UCL Policy Lab has situated itself at the hinge between the 
lived experience of individuals, the storytelling of politics and the  
data analytics of research,” she summarises.
 
It is a combination that she found transformative during her time  
in government.
 
While at the Department for Health, she spent time in an NHS  
hospital, witnessing the implantation of a policy she’d helped write.  
“I really thought it was good policy, properly thought through and very 
well constructed”, she says. But when she was led to see it rolled-out 
on the ground she realised, “it just doesn’t connect with real life.”

 
This is the front-line experience and understanding that Citizens 
Advice has developed over decades of working directly in 
communities. The volunteers and paid advisors understand  
the unique challenges their communities face, while the data  
analysts look at the big picture and the policy advisors come  
up with solutions.
 
“You can always improve policy by having more eyes on it, and 
bringing a bit more direct experience into the room. Putting that 
on-the-ground experience alongside good quality, high-class data 
analysis and understanding is vital to good policymaking.”
 
It is this combination that Clare brought to her work in the Civil 
Service that she now brings to her role at Citizens Advice. As winter 
rolls in, her voice and the collective experience of Citizen Advice will 
be needed more than ever. 
 
A voice of care and compassion underpinned by cutting-edge data. 

Care, compassion and 
cutting-edge data with 
Dame Clare Moriarty 
and Citizens Advice 
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Ideas and Arguments for a  
New Economic Consensus
Torsten Bell is in no doubt. He knows that the big question facing the 
UK at present is how we will increase economic growth. He’s in good 
company. Both the new Prime Minister, Liz Truss, and the Leader of 
the Opposition, Keir Starmer, have declared that the overwhelming 
policy focus of the moment should be growing the economy and 
improving productivity. 

He still thinks, however, that the politicians have lots to learn. 
 
“I think there is still a general problem that the political class doesn’t 
understand how bad it is”, he says. “I am still in conversations, when 
you hear people who say, yes, okay, it’s been a few tough years, 
but we’re still broadly the same kind of wealth as the Netherlands, 
Australia, Canada. But most of us in Britain are now far, far poorer 
than people in those countries. I think the public also doesn’t know. 
But we’re talking about being £10,000 per person per year: a third 
poorer for those in the middle of the income distribution, compared  
to those countries.”
 
Moreover, even if the growth agenda is back in mainstream politics, 
that doesn’t yet mean that we have heard the answers. Torsten 
Bell believes that this is, at least in part, due to the fact the British 
politicians continue to de-emphasize the things the country is actually 
good at – such as the service sector – while instead choosing to 
propound nostalgic, romantic visions of a manufacturing renaissance.
 
“We’re quite embarrassed about being a service exporter”, he 
explains. “We’d probably rather be a manufacturing exporter, even 
though there’s no plausible route to that happening. We’re not going 
to become Germany in the next few years. That unease needs to  
be reconciled if you’re going to make a success of what we are  
as a country.”
 
This might make us think of the contribution of the playwright, James 
Graham, to the last UCL Policy Lab magazine. Graham argued that 
what the UK is really missing right now is a new, shared story that 
sketches a plausible and resonant view of the future. That is a political 
story but, importantly, an economic one too. Does Torsten Bell agree 
that we need a new compelling tale that can rally workers, businesses 
and market investors in equal measure?
 

“Yes. It is about the need to be a country with an economic strategy. 
One that fits the moment. Because in the end, change doesn’t 
happen because somebody in Whitehall comes up with a strategy 
and pulls whatever the levers they do. It happens because everybody, 
whether a business leader, somebody running a council or a charity, 
understands the country’s economic strategy.”
 
Britain is clearly not there yet, in Torsten Bell’s mind. There is no 
new economic strategy, no new economic consensus. But he is still 
hopeful. It is what keeps him researching, explaining and debating 
with an energy that is legendary across Westminster and Whitehall. 
He does it because he thinks ideas matter and because he believes 
debate works.
 
“Generally, I’m a very optimistic person. Policy can make a big 
difference. History shows us that for good or ill. But there are always 
big improvements to be made. And there are big challenges out there, 
some of which are kind of shorter term, like the energy crisis, where 
policy can make a big difference then. And so we should have hope. 
And the same applies to some of the longer-term challenges.”

Climate change is one example of those longer-term challenges, of 
course. And perhaps that might just offer the prospect of building a 
new shared economic narrative, strategy and mission. One that brings 
together the UK’s world-leading science and innovation with its strong 
support for net zero. Does Bell share that view?
 
He is, perhaps, not yet fully convinced, but nonetheless he does think 
it is an example of the power of persuasion. “If you told people ten 
years ago that either we would have the level of public consent for 
action on climate change that we have today, or that we had the kind 
of low costs of renewable energy generation that we have today, they 
would have thought you were a kind of starry-eyed optimist”, he tells 
us. “And actually, that’s where we are.”
 
As we finish up, I turn off the recorder and get ready to go. But 
Torsten Bell continues to discuss new ideas, debates and the national 
argument. He knows the challenges are big, perhaps bigger than ever, 
but that only means the solutions must be bolder and braver. And 
that’s what he’s in it for and you can’t help but be bowled over by the 
commitment. He is right that there is work to do, but he is right too 
that we might end up building something even better.

Torsten Bell, Chief Executive of the 
Resolution Foundation, is one of the UK’s 
most prominent public commentators on 
economic policy, sharing the UCL Policy 
Lab’s commitment to translating big 
economic ideas into real practical  
action. Here, he talks with the Lab’s  
James Baggaley about the current drive  
for growth, the energy crisis and the  
shifting economic consensus.
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Comforting the challenges  
of the everyday
The Citizen Portrait project highlights 
the voices of  individuals and 
communities too often unheard yet vital 
to our understanding of the complex 
challenges we face.    

In this special series of Citizen Portraits, 
taken by the photographer Jorn Tomter, 
we have sought to capture the hopes 
and fears of the people of Liverpool.
 
Many of those we spoke with feel a 
deep sense of anxiety about the winter 
to come. They sense that the country 
is facing huge economic challenges. 

They also feel that these challenges 
themselves expose a political system 
that is still struggling to understand 
their everyday concerns. But, they also 
reported an underlying resolve - a belief 
that as a community, people can come 
together and overcome the challenges 
we face.

By putting these portraits together with 
the portraits of researchers, activists, 
organisers and leaders featured in the 
magazine, we invite you to imagine a 
new collaborative, innovative approach 
to public policymaking that cross the 
boundaries that so often keep us apart. 

A series of strikes have hit British 
commuters in the past few months. 
Railway workers have been leading 
walkouts over jobs, pay and working 
conditions. Over 40,000 RMT members 
from Network Rail and 14 train operating 
companies have taken to picket lines, 
effectively shutting down the railway 
network as negotiations between the 
union and rail industry have reached  
an impasse. 

During these arguments, many in the 
government and the Bank of England 
contest that we cannot raise public pay 
packets as the unions want because we 
would go into a “pay spiral” so that 
inflation is out of control.
 
The trade unions, in contrast, argue that 
the cause of rising inflation is escalating 
company profits. How may we best 
understand the economic arguments  
that inform these two claims?

Pay at a time of high inflation  
 
Let’s start with the pay spiral that the 
government refers to—commonly known 
as the wage-price spiral. It describes the 
phenomenon by which prices increase due 
to higher wage demands due to a rise in 
inflation expectations. When employees 
expect inflation to rise, they demand an 
increase in the nominal wage. The wage 
rise effectively increases business expenses 
and can be passed on to the consumer as 
higher nominal prices. Seeing the rise in 

prices, the employees will further ask  
for wage increases, leading to further rises 
in prices passed on by the business.
 
It is a potentially perpetual cycle of 
consistent price increases. Many theories 
suggest that active monetary policy is 
necessary to curb this wage-price spiral. 
But there could be market built-in 
stabilising forces too.

In truth, how the spiral starts is not  
entirely clear.
 
A common belief is a sudden increase in 
demand for goods and services that are 
not easily met by supply. Also, a sudden 
reduction in supply can make demand 
look excessive.
 
 
Impact of the pandemic
 
Dramatic fiscal and monetary measures 
– of the sort seen during the pandemic – 
can generate a rise in aggregate demand. 
These measures can be vital. During the 
pandemic, we needed them to mitigate  
the demand drop that resulted from the 
health measures used to combat  
the pandemic crisis.
 
The consequences of these restrictions can 
also prevent supply from adjusting quickly.
 
For example, airlines quickly stopped 
contracting with experienced pilots in 
2020 as part of their pandemic response 
measures. But it is expensive and time-
consuming to train pilots, leaving pilots 
who opted for early retirement sitting 
pretty while their  former employers 
scramble around to find their replacements. 
Similar supply issues are present in  
other sectors.

 
Given this, it might not be surprising to  
see overall double digits inflation in 2022. 
And the recent supply chain issues and 
energy supply problems in Europe and the 
UK only worsen things.
 
Additionally, UK government debt has 
enjoyed very low-interest rates compared  
to the growth rate. Previous work of mine 
has shown that government debt has a 
bubble term in this kind of economy, 
which efficiently contributes to multiple 
price levels or inflation paths, as inflation  
is a source of tax revenues.

 
How do we control inflation?
 
A standard prescription to stop the 
‘pay spiral’ caused by excess demand is 
dramatically increasing interest rates and 
reducing government spending (e.g., 
austerity programs) to reduce private and  
public demand. For example, the famous 
Taylor principle suggests more than a 10% 
rise in interest rate to curb 10% inflation.
 
However, this approach may not be 
optimal or effective since the gap between 
aggregate demand and supply is led 
mainly by the persistent shortage in 
supply, not excess demand.
 
Dramatic tightening policies can also 
create recessions that lead to job losses. 
A better response, therefore, is restoring 
supply to a healthy level.
 
That is certainly not an easy thing to do. 
But it is worth trying. In the context of 
our times, it may need both workers and 
business owners to try to work together.
 
 
Investment and productivity
 
Neither a rise in wages nor a rise in profits 
can be sustained unless general productivity 
increases. Policymakers should not solely 
fixate on the exact percentages of wage 
increases and whether we see an increase 

or a decrease in profits. The crux of the 
matter is that investment in infrastructure 
and technology will be necessary to raise 
long-term productivity. A careful balance  
between raising salaries, taxing profits,  
and encouraging investment in 
infrastructure is the key. Workers need 
reasonable wages to provide quality 
services. The government needs another 
source of income to reduce tax revenues 
from inflation. Businesses are happy  
to cooperate only if productivity  
can contribute to the sustained growth  
of profits. 

It is only through investing in productivity 
that inflation may be brought down 
consistently. When we have higher 
efficiency in providing goods and services 
alongside more easily anchored inflation 
expectations, we will be less likely to 
generate any pay spiral.
 
I started the column with rail strikes,  
so let me end by considering the British 
train system.
 
Its latest infrastructure success story is 
Cross Rail, which connects the Great 
Western Main Line and Great Eastern 
Main Line and significantly impacts 
productivity.
 
Crossrail was first announced in 2009, and 
it is only in 2022 that London will begin 
to bear the fruit of such an investment. 
Even now, the rest of the country remains 
underserved by transport infrastructure, 
with many lines requiring refurbishment 
and the price of rail tickets undermining 
opportunities for low-income households 
to become commuters that can benefit 
from well-paid work.
 
Crossrail shows that policymakers must 
consider the long-term benefits of  
high-quality infrastructure investment  
and account for regional inequalities.
 
In reality, Britain needs greater 
productivity and a more significant 
regional sharing of the proceeds. It 
may not happen overnight, but today’s 
challenges must be seen as long-term 
issues, and it will only take long-term 
thinking to overcome them.

How might the policy battle against inflation relate to  
the UK’s need for long-term investment and action  
to address regional inequalities? We asked Dr Wei Cui,  
Associate Professor in the Department of Economics  
to explain.

Understanding inflation  
and the need for  
long-term investment
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How did your interest in education  
and inequality begin?  
 
I’m from a working-class family. I spent 
my first five years living on a council 
estate in East Kilbride, a ‘new town’ just 
outside Glasgow, before my Dad moved 
down to England to get work in the 
mid-80s. I was lucky my family always 
insisted on the importance of education. 
University was never an option for either 
of my parents. There wasn’t any money, 
they needed to go to work, but they 
always insisted that me and my sisters 
go. I was fortunate in my final year of 
undergrad to meet some very supportive 
teachers who encouraged me to apply for 
a research assistant post.
 
In my first project, we looked at the role 
of education, alongside early skills, in 
how incomes are transferred across 
generations and the story of social 
mobility in the UK. Previous work showed 
that intergenerational mobility in the UK 
had worsened over time. In our work, 
we showed that the main reason for that 
was that educational inequalities have 
worsened over time. In other words, kids 
from more affluent families were doing 
even better in school than they had 
before, versus kids from poorer families.
 
And when you know that, the unfairness 
of it all is striking. Why should we be 
determined by our circumstances at 
birth? Why should my education and 
adult earnings be higher if I’m born to 
wealthy parents in London and lower if 
I’m born to poorer parents in the North-
East, for example?
 
The British political parties are currently 
focused on the UK’s low growth and 
productivity. We hear a lot about the 
need for investment in infrastructure, 
reforms to taxes and support for 
innovation. What role does education 
play in improving the UK’s growth 
prospects both in the short and  
long term? 
 
It is central. Investment in younger people 
is fundamental to productivity growth. 
Why is no one looking at children as the 
future drivers of productivity? We need 
to take this seriously. One of the biggest 
arguments for the cost of school closures 
during the pandemic comes in terms 
of lost future productivity. Some of the 
estimates are in the trillions of pounds. 
We are missing a massive opportunity to 
change future productivity growth and the 
wealth of our nation.

Recently you co-wrote a blog for the 
UCL Policy Lab looking at education as 
a critical component of levelling up. Do 
you think we’ve neglected education 
when it comes to levelling up?
 
Absolutely. The work mentioned in 
that piece was for the Social Mobility 
Commission, called The Long Shadow 
of Deprivation. In that report, we found 
that educational inequality is an important 
part of the story of how advantages 
and disadvantages are passed across 
generations everywhere in the country. 
On average, around 80% of the pay 
gap between those from the most and 
least deprived families came through 
differences in educational outcomes. 
For example, it won’t surprise you that 
London, which is doing so well in terms 
of educational outcomes, particularly 
for disadvantaged pupils, narrowing the 
gap between the two, is one of the most 
socially mobile areas in the country. And 
yet education is strangely missing from 
the levelling up discussion. There have 
been no serious attempts to tackle some 
of the obvious inequalities that exist in 
the state system, and the IFS have shown 
that the gap in funding per pupil between 
state and private pupils has risen steadily 
since 2010.
 
You spoke recently about the worrying 
impact of the pandemic on educational 
outcomes and disparities. Can you 
tell us more about what the data is 
showing? 
 
We are starting from a very bad position. 
The latest KS2 results showed increasing 
inequality in attainment for the first time 
since 2011. The experience during COVID 
has effectively wiped out all the progress 
made in reducing the attainment gap over 
the last decade. We saw the same picture 
at GCSE and at A level, particularly 
in the regional analysis, with London 
pulling away from all other regions and 
inequalities widening. These results are 
really bad news for educational inequality, 
but also in terms of future skills and 
productivity for everyone as all pupils 
have fallen behind. Skills beget skills. 
Pupils are missing fundamental building 
blocks for their next stages of learning. 
This lack of a solid base is concerning, 
and frankly, there hasn’t been the 
investment in education that is required 
for catch up. We have seen only around a 
third of what the education catch-up tsar, 
Sir Kevan Collins, called for, and less than 
half of what the Education Policy Institute 
believed would be required to mitigate 
learning losses.
 

Combining that worrying baseline with 
the cost-of-living crisis means that 
things are going to get worse. We know 
that hard times hit those from the most 
disadvantaged backgrounds hardest. Not 
only are they first out of work as labour 
markets contract, but they also spend 
a greater proportion of their incomes 
on necessities which are impacted by 
inflation – food and energy, for example.
 
Schools and colleges will also be affected 
by the cost-of-living crisis  
– I already mentioned the funding gap 
between the state and private sector 
widening. This funding gap has been 
particularly acute in FE colleges which 
is a more common route for those 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Couple this with the limited funding 
expansion to cover post-covid catch-up, 
soaring prices, and new policies such 
as increasing new teachers’ starting 
salaries, and school budgets will be really 
struggling to cope. Worryingly the things 
that might be cut first are things like 
school trips, which are sometimes things 
that kids from deprived backgrounds 
don’t get to experience outside of school.

Parents know that schooling is vital but 
they also know that the influences on 
their children don’t end at the school 
gate. Do you think the government 
needs to take a more holistic approach 
to education? Recognising that we won’t 
improve outcomes without action on 
other areas such as housing, health  
and wellbeing?
 
All these factors; the family, the 
community, the school system, have a 
role to play. Obviously politicians focus 
on the policy levers they can work with, 
but all these factors work with each other 
together. We need to think about the way 
we treat children in schools now as they 
will go on to be the parents of tomorrow, 
and run our communities, and that is an 
important part of the picture across life 
when we are thinking about how to invest 
in people. Investment in children doesn’t 
tend to be a big part of the discussion at 
the moment, particularly around levelling 
up. The levelling up discussion has mostly 
been around regenerating areas without 
considering the development of children 
in these areas.
 
We’ve once again heard a push to bring 
back grammar schools or expand those 
on those we do have. What are your 
thoughts on grammar schools, and what 
is your response to the political pressure 
to discuss this idea?
 

In our field, we often refer to the grammar 
school issue as the zombie policybecause 
it keeps resurfacing. It’s bizarre that an 
area where the evidence really couldn’t 
be more conclusive keeps  coming back 
round, presumably driven by individual 
anecdotes. The robust large-scale 
representative studies on this are very 
clear: grammar schools are bad for social 
mobility. First, they increase inequality, 
creating worse outcomes for all the other 
schools around them, all the pupils in all 
the schools not classified as grammar 
schools. And, second, they select on 
the basis of socio-economic status, 
rather than ability. Even if you compare 
pupils with the same levels of academic 
attainment, pupils from more affluent 
backgrounds are far more likely to be 
admitted to grammar schools compared 
with less advantaged peers. When you 
put this together, they do the opposite 
of what those arguing for them say. They 
decrease social mobility; they perpetuate 
inequalities across generations.

Finally, in essence, what should the 
government and other policy makers be 
doing to tackle educational inequalities 
and help drive long term growth?
 
The solutions are clear. We need to 
support disadvantaged families, both 
in terms of redistribution so they have 
resources to invest in their children, 
and in other ways, through family hubs 
and early interventions helping them 
to support their children. We need to 
increase investment in our education 
system too. As I mentioned earlier, we’ve 
only invested 1/3 of what was required 
in post-covid catchup, and that’s before 
we consider the slashing of funds over 
the last decade. We cannot go on like 
this. Most of all, we need to recognise 
a simple truth: what we invest in young 
people today will lay the foundations for 
their lifelong wellbeing and our shared 
prosperity.

Prof Lindsey Macmillan is the Founding Director of UCL’s Centre for
Education Policy and Equalising Opportunities. She has been
collaborating with the UCL Policy Lab as we think about building
coalitions to tackle inequality. We spoke to Prof Macmillan about the
importance of schools in levelling up, the impact of the pandemic
and the central role of education in increasing productivity.
 

“Most of all, we 
need to recognise 
a simple truth: 
what we invest 
in young people 
today will lay 
the foundations 
for their lifelong 
wellbeing and our 
shared prosperity.”  
 

We spoke with Prof Lindsey 
Macmillan at Holborn House, 
a community-led project 
which hosts a wide range 
of services from care for 
vulnerable older people, 
to play sessions that bring 
together families from across 
the community.  

To find out more about 
their amazing work head to 
holborncommunity.co.uk

Laying the foundations  
for shared prosperity
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It is a time when the country and the world are 
facing profound economic and geo-political 
challenges. Perhaps the central challenge of the 
moment for the UK is how we achieve economic 
growth. That is something on which both the 
Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition 
agree. Meeting that challenge will have a huge 
impact on how we meet other challenges, from 
tackling the rising cost of living to tackling 
climate change and realising the benefits of  
data enabled societies. 

UCL and the wider higher education sector have 
a vital role to play in how we can increase growth 
in the UK economy, including through greater 
productivity and investment. 

There is already a hugely positive story to tell. 
Recent analysis found that UCL each year has an 
economic impact comparable to the trade boost 
following the London 2012 Olympics. A total of 
£9.9bn, across the UK. In all, our impact supports 
19,000 jobs across the UK economy – over 7,000 
of them outside of London.  

It is important to explain how universities drive 
growth too. Take our research and knowledge 
exchange. A key part of that is how our research 
innovation brings in private investment. An area 
that is key to the UK unlocking growth. Two 
ways in which UCL brings in investment are 
through spinout companies and graduate start-
ups. At present UCL has 72 active spin-outs and 
195 graduate start-ups, organisations which have 
attracted £639 million in external investment. 
A recent example of a graduate start up is that of 
Afrocenchix. Co-founded by graduate Rachael 
Twumasi-Corson to develop natural and safe 
products for Afro and curly hair, it launched in 
2010 and it has been awarded seed funding from 
Google. It has since been named one of the ‘hottest 
Black-led start-ups in Europe’ with products being 
sold in 27 countries globally.

While I am proud of our contribution on growth 
and beyond, I am also clear that we must continue 
to improve. 

To do that we need to work in collaboration and 
partnership. Our impact in science and technology 
is underpinned by vital business collaborations. 
Partnership is key to how our spin out companies 
drive innovation and bring in external investment. 
Working with business can help researchers move 
from discovery to practical use and with the 
commercialisation of ideas, often for life  
changing technologies. 

During the pandemic UCL and University College 
London Hospital worked with Formula One to 
rapidly develop a low-cost, easy-to-use breathing 
aid (called CPAP) to help keep COVID-19 
patients out of intensive care. More than 1,000 
devices were exported, and the information  
needed to build CPAP was made available 
online so that groups around the world could 
manufacture them. CPAPs have now been used  
in hospitals in 26 countries across the globe,  
from Peru to South Africa. 

Our collaborations and partnerships go beyond 
business too, as the UCL Policy Lab makes clear. 
We work with and listen to government, locally 
and nationally, to political parties, the third sector 
and of course other academic institutions. The 
NHS has a huge role to play too. We work with six 
major NHS Trusts, and we have major health and 
life sciences partnerships with the Francis Crick 
Institute among others. 

In London, we work closely with local Boroughs 
near our campuses in Camden and Newham, 
where our new UCL East campus will be based, 
and in other areas of the city. The university 
strives to answer questions that the community 
sets. In some instances that has a direct impact 
on economic growth, addressing for example post 
Covid-19 town centre recovery. In others the 
affect is less direct. Such as our work with local 
government on mental health, which can be a 
major barrier to entering the labour market. In 
addition, UCL students contribute over 63,400 
hours a year in volunteering.

As ever, it is not just our expertise and academic 
excellence that makes the higher education  
sector vital to our prosperity, it is our ability  
to exchange ideas. 

That is why this autumn I am excited to be at party 
conferences to listen to our political and other 
leaders, and to talk about how UCL and our sector 
can work in partnership with them to meet the 
growth and other challenges we face. 

Universities should play  
a vital role in meeting  
the economic growth 

challenge, we must work 
in partnership to do so

The Provost and President of UCL,  
Dr Michel Spence

Alex Hartman grew up in New York City, a veritable patchwork 
of cultures and creeds. When she moved to a small city in 
provincial France during high school she discovered just  
how formative her early years in New York had been.  
 
“The first time that I left New York,” she says, “it was really 
shocking to live in a place where people were more similar  
to each other, or at least that’s how it appeared on the outside 
to an outsider.” 

“Although I loved that experience, I realised that I really missed 
something about the place where I had grown up, and I was 
curious about that.”
 
It was these early experiences that have driven her to an 
outstanding academic career, which includes work investigating 
the causes, consequences and politics of migration. 
 
Initially, driven by that early experience, Alex Hartman examined 
patterns of migration from the Global South to the North. But 
then she realised that the forces propelling migration were 
deeper and more complex than they seem.

“I did research on migration from North Africa to Europe,” she 
explains, “and part of that involves spending time in North 
Africa and trying to understand what the experience of people 
who were from that region was like when they got to Europe.”  
But then she saw that “often there were people not necessarily 
coming to places like London or New York,” but people were 
moving between different parts of the Global South. “I started 
learning about forced displacement and humanitarian activities 
and the politics of those topics.”
  
When people outside academia read Alex Hartman’s research 
today, they are probably most struck by her extraordinary 
ability to write from a position of deep respect for the lives of 
those she studies. Her scholarship bears witness to the real-life 
experiences people’s lives. 
 
Once again, that ability comes from practical experience as well 
as from scholarly training. “I worked for a legal aid programme 
that provided support to forcibly displaced people in Cairo and 
Egypt,” she tells us. “And these were people from the Horn of 
Africa, but also from the Middle East, from Sudan, Ethiopia, 
Iraq. It felt like the systems that run the world had … forgotten 
these people. And I’ve been thinking about that ever since.” 
 
The consequences of this are that Hartman’s work goes beyond 
the sophisticated statistical analysis that is the mainstay of 
contemporary political science, and pushes us to think what it is 
to build a healthy and stronger society, one that places human 
connection and understanding at its heart. 
 
In part this is about making sure that her research has 
immediate practical value. “When I’m thinking about what 
kinds of data or what kinds of analysis that I want to do for a 
particular project or to answer a particular question. I’m always 
trying to think about how I can use different kinds of data 
together to be clearer to myself and hopefully to those people 
who are going to use my research. You know, what are we sure 
about and what are we less certain about? What do we need  
to learn more about?” 

And it also has enormous consequences for our deeper 
understanding and for our contemporary politics. 

Most of all, Alex Hartman’s work shows us that migration is  
not a “problem” that can be “solved”. 

It is, in fact, a constant in human history, and will remain so. 

“We were all migrants from somewhere else in the long scale 
of history”, she explains. “And that’s a way of reframing a 
particular encounter between people in a way that emphasises 
the commonality that we have. One of the political things that 
I’m really interested in is how people can find common ground, 
even when the odds seem very much against that”.
 

We are All Migrants  
from Somewhere
Alex Hartman is the co-head of the UCL Policy Lab’s  
work on equality and rights and an Associate Professor  
of Political Science. She spoke to us about the early 
influences on her work, what connects high-quality 
academic research and powerful storytelling and what  
the world needs to know and equality and rights. 
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Lee Pennington, founder and director 
of Open Door, a grassroots organisation 
focused on supporting young young 
adults mental health, talks to UCL 
Policy Lab’s James Baggaley about the 
transformative impact of community-led 
services and the role the third sector can 
play in improving public services.

Lee Pennington is both rightly proud and 
quietly confident as he speaks to me about 
the future of his Birkenhead community. 
I’d come to speak to him about Open 
Door, the community-based youth mental 
health organisation he founded in 2011. 

Just hours earlier I’d been speaking to 
members of the public about the cost of 
living. Pensive and anxious, they shared 
their concerns for the future, including 
their belief that politics as usual might not 
help change their circumstances. Sat with 
Lee, however, I was hearing a very different 
vision of what politics and public service 
could be.

 
How did Open Door come about?  
And what does it aim to do? 
  
Open Door was established in November 
2011. I had no background in mental 
health or anything like that. I was working 
as a milkman with my dad and doing 
removals. Suicide had touched people close 
to me and I had a bout of anxiety myself. 
I wanted to prevent what was happening 
around me happening to others, so I 
decided to design a service that could 
support people like me or my mates - 
where ordinary twenty-somethings could 
walk in and it feels as though they can talk 
as freely about the festivals you’re planning 
to go to as much as the therapeutic 
intervention you’re doing.

The original idea was to throw together the 
worlds of mental health, counselling and 
therapies, social action and volunteering 
and building lived experience into a 
positive outcome in the lives of others, 
and using culture, music and art as the 
conduit for the mental health support, 
and see what comes out the other side. 
Fast forward eleven years and we’re still 
the same, just on a much more significant 
and exciting scale. We’ve reached the stage 
where we are a key player regionally in 
the mental health conversation, but we’ve 
also broadened what we do to work with 
local authorities and NHS trusts regionally 
to unpick problems they might have 
and come up with an Open Door-ified 
response.

 
It’s noticeable that you don’t use the usual 
conventional language of mental health, 
instead you focus on the everyday lives 
of those who use your services, namely, 
young people. How important is it that 
you reflect their lived experience? 

Perceptions of mental health often provide 
a barrier to support. So, even if someone 
is depressed or anxious, it’s rare to hear 
people say that they could do with, or 
love the idea of, a bit of counselling. Even 

though the world has changed drastically 
for mental health awareness in the last 
decade, it’s still normal for people to be 
disengaged with what they might need. If 
we do a gig, a festival, an art exhibition, 
any event, we sneak the mental health stuff 
in. Everyone who comes into the Bloom 
building asks what we do here, and we 
talk about the events we do, but during 
the week, we offer counselling services, 
and people leave thinking, “I know where 
I need to go when I 
need it”. We want to 
change perceptions 
about where mental 
health support 
lives, where those 
conversations live, 
and support people 
in a way where they 
don’t feel as though 
they have submitted 
themselves to some 
sort of stigmatised 
process.

 
Open Door’s 
approach has been 
transformative for  
the young people  
who use your services.  
And you’re now 
working with NHS 
trusts and local 
authorities. How 
do they respond to 
your approach? One 
that’s perhaps more 
grounded in the 
community  
and organic?

I’m pleased to say the 
reception has been 
universally positive. It 
remains unique in this 
area, but it is common 
sense to empower 
young people to help 
other young people take those negative life 
experiences and turn them into a positive 
outcome for both. By empowering people 
in the communities where you’re working, 
you can avoid waiting lists, because people 
love the opportunity to support their 
neighbours. We know people want to get 
involved, so let’s share the good news!

 
You run a lot of peer to peer services. 
Meaning your helping young people 
support one another, as well as seek help 
themselves. It does feel as if Open Door 
is building a deeper sense of community 
and belonging than a traditional public 
service. Do you think there are wider 
benefits to your approach? 

For the mentor in a peer-to-peer 
relationship, it’s just as emotionally 
rewarding as for the mentee, as the 
vast majority of mentors have been 
in that position themselves. It’s also a 
professionally rewarding process - we have 
a number of mentors currently studying 
related courses, training to become a 
mental health nurse or work in social care, 

so there’s a vocational dynamic away from 
the emotional rewards that is paramount 
to what we’re doing here. Sitting and 
having a coffee or something, talking 
about books they’re reading, music they’re 
listening to - “I’m not going mad, I’m not 
the only person” - the mentor can help you 
overcome the feeling of being defeated. 
You learn about CBT, mindfulness, the 
therapeutic processes at the heart of 
the mentoring process, but you can’t 

undermine the power of being introduced 
to these ideas by somebody with similar 
life experiences.

We’ve been asking people in Liverpool - 
what could the government do to enable 
or support the work of Open Door and 
other organisations like it?
 
Generally, we’ve been able to develop 
whilst relying on my willingness to go 
out and knock on the doors of NHS 
commissioners and think outside the 
box - and it’s much too hard. When you 
see there has been billions allocated to the 
NHS for mental health, the unfortunate 
truth is that it is often pumped into 
supporting old ways that aren’t always 
working. We need commissioners to trust 
the third sector at the same level at which 
they value them - and that needs to be 
built into policy. The rate of third sector 
organisation survival after three years is 
abysmal - much lower than it should be,  
so we need to put money into exciting  
and bespoke ways of supporting  
people’s mental health that weren’t  
there ten years ago.

Finally you’re opening up a brand new 
centre of excellence here in Birkenhead. 
Can you tell me about this? And what  
do you aim to achieve? 

Joy is an open door charity project, and 
a multi-million pound capital build to 
take an ex-council building and revitalise 
and rebuild it to create alongside partners 
from each of the NHS trusts in Wirral 
to create a National Centre of Excellence 

for mental health and 
wellbeing, using the arts 
and social action - a game 
changer for how we do 
mental health. And I’m 
so proud we’re doing it 
here in Birkenhead. It’s 
part of a bigger story 
of rejuvenation for a 
community that’s often 
been overlooked. I guess 
we’re playing our part in 
trying to level up. 

___
It starts to rain as we 
finish up at the Bloom 
Building, a former 
industrial site that now 
plays host to Open Door. 
We bundle into the back 
of Lee’s car as he starts 
to tell us about the local 
area, its history and his 
hopes for the future. 

We drive along the road, 
past the 12th century 
Birkenhead Priory, past 
the shipyards that once 
employed thousands, 
and onto the granite 
lined streets of Hamilton 
Square, designed, as Lee 

points out, by James Gillespie Graham, the 
man behind much of Edinburgh’s grandest 
homes. 

And finally to the old council building that 
will play host to Joy, Open Door’s latest 
initiative to support mental health across 
the UK, a space made possible through 
the passionate hard work of Lee, the Open 
Door team and the community here in 
Birkenhead. 

As we shuttle under the Mersey to once 
again interview people about the cost 
of living, I can’t help but think that if 
we are to come through the crisis, if we 
are to build something better, to level 
up, then we’d do well to listen to Lee, 
and the thousands of others like him in 
communities across the UK. They have a 
lot to teach us. If we’re willing to listen.

“And I’m so 
proud we’re 
doing it here 
in Birkenhead. 
It’s part of a 
bigger story of 
rejuvenation for 
a community 
that’s often been 
overlooked. 
I guess we’re 
playing our  
part in trying  
to level up.”   
Lee Pennington 
Founder and director of Open Door

Opening a  
door to a  
new way  
of doing 
politics 
and public 
service 
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