More than half of top GCSE achievers leave hometown by 32, deepening regional divides
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The decision to leave one's hometown is often a significant milestone in life, shaped by a variety of personal and economic factors. For many high achievers, particularly those who excel academically in their teenage years, this move tends to happen by the early thirties, driven largely by the pursuit of better career opportunities and personal growth.
A recent report from the Institute for Fiscal Studies reveals that 59 per cent of individuals who scored in the top five per cent on their GCSEs and were raised outside London had left their hometown by age 32. This migration pattern reflects broader regional inequalities, as highlighted by Xiaowei Xu, a senior research economist and author of the study. Xu explains that talented individuals are motivated to relocate to secure jobs that match their skills, which are often found in more productive firms offering training and career advancement. Without improved local opportunities, simply boosting skills in less prosperous areas will not be enough to bridge economic divides. Instead, creating places where skills are rewarded and opportunities abound is essential.
London emerges as a primary destination for graduates, attracting around 25 per cent of these top achievers in their mid-twenties, despite only 13 per cent originally growing up in the capital. An additional 14 per cent settle in the surrounding "Travel to Work Areas" (TTWAs), such as Kent, East Sussex, Surrey, and Oxfordshire, bringing the total concentration of high-achievers in and around London to 40 per cent. After spending several years establishing themselves in the city, many move out in their early thirties, often seeking more affordable housing or preparing to raise families. Interestingly, these individuals tend to relocate not back to their hometowns but to already prosperous areas nearby, reinforcing the socioeconomic divide between the South East and other regions of England.
Studies from government bodies and research organisations corroborate the financial incentives underpinning this migration. Graduates in London earn markedly higher salaries—on average around £32,657 per year—compared to their peers in other regions such as the South East (£28,148) or the North East (£27,598). Median weekly earnings in London remain the highest in the UK at £853, compared with just £661 in the North East, reflecting the costly but lucrative allure of the capital. Over the years, graduates in London have seen nearly a 20 per cent increase in median earnings, outstripping regions like the East Midlands and North East.
However, these regional disparities exacerbate social immobility. Graduates born in northern areas, particularly the North East, face lower lifetime earnings and reduced opportunities to live and work elsewhere. For example, ten years post-graduation, London-born graduates earn roughly £35,600 annually, compared to just £29,200 for their North East counterparts. Moreover, only about 70 per cent of those from the North East have the ability to relocate within England, a factor that further entrenches economic and social divides.
The South East’s status as an economic hub attracts considerable numbers of talented individuals who often maintain strong economic ties within commuting distance of London. The migration trends, highlighted by the report, indicate that while graduates leave London in their early thirties, they predominantly move to already thriving TTWAs rather than returning to their origins. This pattern reshapes the spatial distribution of skills, reinforcing London's role as a magnet for talent and amplifying regional inequalities.
While moving away from a hometown can bring excitement and opportunities, the research underscores how these decisions both reflect and intensify existing regional disparities across the UK. Tackling these challenges requires more than just skill enhancement in less prosperous areas; it necessitates strategic investments in creating rewarding careers and vibrant communities outside economic hotspots like London.
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