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TIMELINE

Sarah Richardson is a professor of modern 
British history at the University of Warwick.

Chart the path of social reform which eventually 
led to the creation of the British welfare state

1909   
The People’s Budget seeks to 
redistribute wealth to pay for 
social reforms.
Labour exchanges established 
to help the unemployed

1906   
Free school meals 
introduced

1925   
Widows, Orphans and 
Old Age Contributory 
Pensions Act 
introduces pensions 
for widows

1908   
Children and Young Persons 
Act establishes separate 
juvenile courts and borstals.
Old Age Pensions 
introduced for over 70s

1911   
National Insurance Act 
provides free medical 
treatment and sick pay

Origins of the welfare state
By the end of the nineteenth century there was growing realisation that the dominant 
laissez faire social and economic policies adopted by most governments since 1846 had 
not worked to alleviate poverty. Two influential studies: Charles Booth’s Life and Labour 
of the People of London (published 1906) and Seebohm Rowntree’s Poverty: A Study of 
Town Life focusing on York (published 1901) demonstrated that around one-third of the 
population were living below the poverty line. Rising levels of unemployment reinforced 
the sense that individuals were not responsible for their plight — as William Beveridge 
argued in 1909, unemployment was a problem of industry, not of individuals.

In the wake of such evidence, the Liberal governments from 1906 embarked on an 
ambitious programme of social reform. At the centre was the so-called People’s Budget of 
1909 which was described by Chancellor Lloyd George as a war budget against poverty 
and squalidness. It raised income tax on high earners and introduced estate duties and 
stamp duties in order to finance social welfare measures.

The 1908 Pension Act provided a small means-tested pension for all those over 70, 
recognising that old age was a major cause of poverty in the population. This was a major 
shift, meaning that poor relief was now viewed as a national, rather than local, government 
responsibility. Unemployment and health insurance moved the state towards acting as 
a ‘safety blanket’ and acknowledging there should be minimum social standards for all.
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The formation of the British welfare state
The coming of age of the welfare state
During the Second World War, William Beveridge was commissioned by the government 
to lead an enquiry into social services. His report published in 1942: Social Insurance and 
Allied Services, provided a blueprint for a ‘cradle to grave’ social programme. Although 
popular with the public, the Beveridge Report as it became known was received reluctantly 
by the Churchill government. The Labour Party, in contrast, adopted it wholeheartedly 
and it is viewed as one factor that led to the party’s landslide victory in 1945. 

The welfare reforms of the 1945–51 Labour government transformed social policy, 
moving away from the nineteenth-century approach of providing minimum levels of 
support at a local level to one that sought collectively to address the needs of the whole 
population without distinction. The National Health Service was the flagship of this 
principle and has been enduringly popular during its first seven decades. 

The other key pillars of the Beveridge Report were family allowances and National 
Insurance. The family allowance was introduced at a rate of 5 shillings for each child after 
the first. Crucially, this benefit was paid directly to mothers after a protest led by Eleanor 
Rathbone, who had been campaigning for the benefit since the 1920s. National Insurance 
replaced a patchwork of other schemes some run by private insurance companies. Paying 
national insurance was compulsory for all workers except married women. Most paid 
nearly five shillings per week and in return received benefits for interruptions in earnings 
as a result of illness, and for unemployment or old age. There were maternity benefits 
and a death grant gave widows help with funeral expenses.

Although the British welfare state has plenty of flaws and challenges, politicians from 
all parties have been reluctant to interfere with Beveridge’s cradle to grave philosophy.

1945   
Family Allowance Act 
establishes a universal 
benefit paid for each second 
and subsequent child

1948   
National Health Service Act provides a 
comprehensive free health service.
National Assistance Act requires local authorities to 
provide emergency accommodation for families who 
became homeless through no fault of their own

1942   
Beveridge Report identifies 
five great evils in society 
(squalor, ignorance, want, 
idleness and disease)

1944   
Education Act promises to 
provide secondary education 
for all, raising the school leaving 
age and dividing education into 
primary and secondary schools

1946   
National Insurance Act introduces a flat rate 
of national insurance whereby those paying 
in were eligible for pensions, sickness, 
unemployment and funeral benefit
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