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Abstract

This paper uses newly compiled data from two surveys of female home workers undertaken by 
the Women’s Industrial Council in London in 1897 and 1907 to investigate various issues related 
to their labor supply. The reports detail the occupations, average weekly earnings and hours, 
marital status, and household size, composition and total income of approximately 850 female 
home workers, offering a unique, and as yet unused, opportunity to explore labor supply 
behavior among the lowest-paid workers in the early twentieth century. Analysis of the data 
reveals that the female home workers who were surveyed were drawn overwhelmingly from 
poor households. Most were married or widowed, and the majority of married workers reported 
that their husbands were out of work, sick, disabled, or in casual or irregular work.  Weekly 
wages and hours of work varied considerably by industry, but averaged about 7-9s. and 40-45 
hours per week, with many workers reporting the desire for more work. The correlation between 
hours of work (daily and weekly) and hourly wages was negative and significant, suggesting that 
those who earned the lowest hourly wages needed to work longer hours in order to make a living. 
The reports also contain limited information about prior training and human capital 
accumulation, and I find evidence that wages were positively related to previous formal training 
in the form of an apprenticeship. I also find that the wives and daughters of men who were out of 
the labor force due to unemployment or illness tended to work longer hours at lower wages, and 
that having a household member who was sick, disabled or out of work exerted downward 
pressure on a female worker’s wage rate.
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I. Introduction

Poverty among the working classes was a major concern of politicians and reformers in late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth century Britain, and Charles Booth’s pioneering survey of London 

in the 1880s drew particular attention to the problem of “sweated” labor in London’s East End.  

Concern over the issue led to the formation of the 1888 House of Lords Select Committee on the 

Sweating System which, after encountering great difficulty in even defining the term, determined 

that sweating had three main characteristics: “1. a rate of wages inadequate to the necessities of 

the worker or disproportionate to the work done; 2. excessive hours of labour; 3. an insanitary 

state of the houses in which work is carried on.”1 Sweated labor was immediately, and 

overwhelmingly, associated with home work and with women’s work, though by no means was 

all home work sweated work or all sweated work undertaken by women or in the home. 

Numerous investigations of sweating and of women workers came to the conclusion voiced by 

Clementina Black in her 1907 work Sweated Industry and the Minimum Wage that “probably the 

most completely wretched workers in our country may be found among those who ply their toil 

in their own poor homes” (Black 1907, 2). 

 The attention that social surveys undertaken by Booth, Seebohm Rowntree and Arthur 

Bowley and A.R. Burnett-Hurst drew to the problem of working-class poverty was instrumental 

in the passage of the Liberal Welfare Reforms between 1906 and 1914.2 The Liberal Welfare 

Reforms established free meals, school medical inspections and medical treatment for needy 

children, old age pensions, compulsory systems of health and unemployment insurance and, 

most notably with regard to female workers, the 1909 Trade Boards Act established boards to set 

minimum wages in four industries considered to be centers of low-wage, “sweated” labor.3 The 

four trades singled out -- tailoring, box making, shirt making and chain making -- predominantly 

employed women, and in 1913 the Board of Trade estimated that approximately 200,000 
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1 Fifth and Final Report of the House of Lords Select Committee on the Sweating System (PP 1890 XVII), xlii.  

2 Booth’s survey was of London in the late 1880s, Rowntree’s of York in 1899 and Bowley and Burnett-Hurst’s of 
Northampton, Warrington, Reading and Stanley in 1912-13.

3 See Boyer (2004), 310-11 for a more extensive discussion of the Liberal Welfare Reforms.



workers, of whom 70% were female, had been affected by the 1909 Act.4 Various political 

pressure groups, including the Women’s Industrial Council, the Women’s Co-operative Guild, the 

Women’s Labour League and the Fabian Women’s Group, beginning in the 1890s, had worked to 

produce and publicize numerous descriptions of working conditions and surveys of female 

workers in very low-wage trades.  Their efforts culminated in the staging of the 1906 Daily News 

Sweated Industries Exhibition, which put actual workers engaged in sweated trades on display, 

and led almost directly to the adoption of the Trade Boards Act in 1909.5 

 This paper uses data newly compiled from two surveys of female home workers 

undertaken by the Women’s Industrial Council in London in 1897 and 1907 to investigate 

various issues related to their labor supply.6 Though they were the subject of much public outcry, 

and served as catalyst to a major social policy change, home workers, in this period and others, 

have largely stayed under the statistical radar. They were difficult to count, naturally excluded 

from regular wage surveys in factories and workshops, and most likely undercounted in the 

census.7 Who were they? How long were their hours, and how low their wages? What was the 

relationship between wages and hours among this group? What is it possible to conclude about 

their reasons for being in the labor force, and in home work in particular? Tabulated results of the 

two surveys were published by the Women’s Industrial Council in reports titled Home Industries 

of Women in London (HIWL) in 1897 and 1908, and while the number of observations is 

relatively small -- 404 in 1897 and 446 in 1908 -- and it is unfortunately impossible to say how 

representative the samples were of the population of London home workers at the time, the 
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4 Figures cited from Board of Trade Memoranda in Reference to the Working of the Trade Boards Act in Abbott 
(1915), 269.

5 The women’s groups are discussed in the introduction to Black (1915, i-xv), while the connection between the 
Sweated Industries Exhibition and the passage of the Trade Boards Act is discussed at length in Blackburn (2007, 
91-117).

6 The second survey was undertaken in 1907, but the results published in 1908. From here on, I will generally 
reference the report date of 1908, but the survey was conducted exactly ten years after the first.

7 See the three main historical studies of home workers and women in the sweated trade, Bythell (1978), 
Schmiechen (1984) and Morris (1986). Bythell (p.147) reports the 1901 Census count of women working at home as 
278,000, about 6.7% of the total female work force in that year, and Schmiechen (p.196) reports that the 1901 
Census recorded about 44,000 female home workers in the London clothing trades. 



reports still offer a unique, and as yet unused, opportunity to answer these types of questions.8 In 

addition to detailing the occupation, relevant piece rates, and average earnings and hours (daily 

or weekly) of each worker, the survey records include sometimes-extensive notes on her marital 

status, living situation and working conditions, the presence of children, the presence or absence 

of a male wage-earner, the earnings of other family members, and other sources of income, 

including poor relief.

 Most prior historical work on female labor supply in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries has been limited, by data constraints, to focusing on the labor force participation 

question. Data on hours worked has been difficult to come by. The only other study of a similar 

period that I know of that has been able to relate wages to hours is Costa (2000), which finds a 

negative relationship between the hourly wage and daily hours of work among both male and 

female workers in the U.S. in the 1890s.9 For male workers, this relationship held across wage 

decile, within wage deciles, and within industry and occupation groups (Costa, 169-70).10 

Costa’s data come from surveys undertaken by State Bureaus of Labor Statistics, and while it 

appears that workers gave some information about personal and household characteristics, the 

HIWL investigations are noteworthy for having been conducted at the household level. While 

home workers were obviously a very select group, and in no way representative of the broader 

female work force, they do boast a very high proportion of married women and widows 

compared to previous sources, such as the BLS studies, which focused on factory workers. The 

story of the late nineteenth century factory girl has been relatively well written, but very little is 

known about the small minority of married women who did enter the labor force. Thus the 

HIWL surveys offer the opportunity to examine in greater detail one strategy used by working 

wives around the turn of the century to combine earning with domestic duties -- home industry.

4

8 Unfortunately, neither report gives much detail about the reasons for the surveys or how they were undertaken, 
simply presenting summary tables of the results. According to Black (1915, ii), the Women’s Industrial Council was 
organized largely to collect and publish “trustworthy information about the condition of women’s work.”

9 Costa (2000), p. 164. Her data come from various state bureaus of labor statistics, and controls include the 
worker’s age, whether the worker had any dependents, a dummy for foreign birth, and fixed effects for the state and 
year of the report. She stresses that this is not a well-defined labor supply curve.

10 Unfortunately the data on female workers were too limited to be broken down in this way.



 Like Costa’s study -- and subject to many of the same data limitations that make 

estimating a well-defined labor supply curve difficult -- I find a robust negative relationship 

between hours, both daily and weekly, and the hourly wage rate. Contemporaries of the studies, 

and their investigators, frequently repeated the observation that it was typically the least needy 

wives and daughters of men in work who earned the highest wages and worked the fewest hours, 

while those women whose families depended on their work were often found working long hours 

in low-wage work. This finding is broadly consistent with many empirical studies of labor 

supply among the working poor in developing countries, in which there has long been evidence 

of a negative labor supply elasticity at low wage levels -- workers may need to work longer 

hours at lower wages in order to meet a minimum standard of income for the household.11 Costa 

also postulates that a labor supply response in which income effects were larger than substitution 

effects could be one possible explanation for the observed negative relationship in her study, 

suggesting that “in the past workers may have responded to wage increases by buying a shorter 

workday rather than by increasing their hours of work” (Costa, 171). 

 Recent work has suggested that this negative relationship between hours and wages might 

hold more generally among workers in low-wage labor markets, constituting the bottom portion 

of a labor supply curve that turns positive at higher wage levels.12 With female labor in 

particular, this type of model seems most plausible where workers act mainly as secondary 

workers, fitting work around significant household duties; two characteristics which were 

certainly true, almost definitionally, of female home workers in this period. The type of work that 

was being done in homes in 1897 and 1908 -- small manufactures and sewing work that could be 

made or performed in the home, rather than with factory machinery -- also probably had most in 

common with the types of work done by women in parts of the developing world today. Thus the 

finding that the labor supply behavior of women at this time appears to have had more in 

common with secondary workers in the developing world than with female workers in today’s 

modern economies should perhaps not be surprising.

5

11 Dessing (2002) and Sharif (2003) both provide extensive overviews of this literature, while Pencavel (1986) and 
Killingsworth and Heckman (1986) cite instances of similar findings among both male and female workers in 
modern Western economies.

12 Prasch (2000), Dessing (2002) and Sharif (2003) use different methodologies to derive similar curved labor 
supply functions.



II. Female Labor Supply and Home Work

The 1908 Select Committee on Home Work divided women who worked at home into three 

categories: 

1) Single women, widows and wives deserted or separated from their husbands, 
and wives whose husbands are ill or unable to work. These are usually  regular 
workers. They vary much in age, skill and efficiency, and in the class of work 
they do, and the amount they are able to earn.

2) Wives who obtain work when their husbands are out of employment. They are 
more or less casual workers; some of them have not had any  real training, and 
are unskilled. They have to take such work as is available at the moment, and 
such terms as are offered to them.

3) Wives and daughters of men in regular employment, who wish to increase the 
family income. They  usually select pleasant work and do not ordinarily  work 
very long hours.13

Contemporary commenters frequently discussed the home working population in terms that 

divided them into those who relied on the income and those who did not, and made much of the 

seemingly paradoxical observation that it was often the least needy home workers who earned 

the most. The reasoning given for this phenomenon was more often couched in terms of relative 

bargaining power -- workers who needed to support themselves or a family, and had an 

immediate need for income, were less able to negotiate higher wages or to hold out for better-

paid work. Workers who had a husband’s or father’s earnings to fall back on, however, were able 

to be choosier about the work they took on, and could afford to turn down badly paid work. 

Clementina Black and Adele Meyer noted of their 1908 investigation into women in the clothing 

trades that “the highest totals are apt to be made not by women in circumstances of great distress, 

but by those who are more or less prosperous. The wife of a man who earns ‘good money’ or the 

single woman living in comfort with relations, seems more likely herself to make over 10s. than 

the woman whose children depend on her earnings or the single woman who lives alone and 

sews all day long undisturbed” (Meyer and Black, 118). They argue that this phenomenon, 

“which has been remarked by previous investigators” is not actually very surprising, and that the 

explanation lies, “we believe, partly in the greater working power of the better fed and 
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13 Select Committee on Home Work Report, PP 1908 VIII, iv.



comfortably-living human being, and partly in the fact that the comparatively prosperous person 

can afford to refuse very badly paid work. The woman who has no other resource than her 

earnings dares not risk offending her employer and is therefore easy to be beaten down” (Meyer 

and Black, 118).

 The idea that women from more prosperous households also might have been more likely 

to have had formal training in a skilled trade, and thus the ability to command higher wages for 

more skilled work, was less frequently addressed, but many contemporaries did comment on the 

lack of skill exhibited by married women and widows who may have been forced to enter a trade 

for the first time, or to pick an old one up after a long absence. In her chapter on women’s work 

in Booth’s survey, Clara Collet also described “married women who, without any previous 

training, take [home work] up under pressure of want. Theirs is the poorest pay and the most 

irregular work. Here we find truly ‘starvation wages.’”14 In the introduction to her 1915 Women 

in Modern Industry, B.L. Hutchins commented that, in comparison to male labor, “women’s 

work is subject to considerable interruption, and is contingent on family circumstances, whence 

it comes about that women may not always need paid work, but when they do they often want it 

so badly that they are ready to take anything they can get” (Hutchins, xvi).

 The authors of the HIWL reports frequently repeat the observation that the least needy 

workers appear able to earn the highest wages, and also suggest a corresponding relationship 

between wages and hours -- better off workers are able to command higher wages, and also have 

less need to work long hours, while workers with an urgent need to make household income tend 

to be working longer hours at lower wages. In the introduction to the 1897 report, Black notes 

that “in going over the whole series of tables it is striking to note that the workers receiving the 

highest pay are often the wives of men in work, and are not working for very long hours; while it  

frequently happens that the lowest earnings are those of women depending entirely on their 

work” and that “it certainly appears from these reports that a considerable proportion of women, 

who avowedly work for supplementary profits, earn more per hour (sometimes upon the same 

work at the same rates) than the women who work for daily bread” (1897, 6).15 She gives several 
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14 Collet in Booth (1902), Vol. 4, 258.

15 From here on, rather than repeat HIWL every time I cite one of the two reports, I will use the notation (1897, p) 
and (1908, p) to refer to them.



possible explanations for this result, which she appears to have found surprising. The 

explanations all really refer to differing levels of human capital -- in terms of the training 

received, skill level, age and health. Widows were often slowed down by age, and health issues 

could both influence a worker to work at home and slow her down; they suggest that “of 

spinsters, a certain number have probably failed to marry on account of weak health or physical 

infirmity; the cripple and the deformed would naturally fall into the ranks of the single” (1897, 

6). Workers from more prosperous households, on the other hand, might see health benefits that 

would make them more productive workers; the report suggests that “it may also be that the 

better conditions of food and lodging, and the less monotonous life of the more prosperous 

married woman, conduce to make her a more effective worker” (1897, 6). 

 In the tailoring trade in particular, there was a very clear hierarchy of work in terms of 

skill level, with women doing the most skilled made-to-measure suit work at the top of the 

earnings and wage distributions. The 1897 report makes reference to the fact that “the homes 

where this better class of work is done, are, as a rule, very superior to the others,” and suggest 

that the skill and relative prosperity of these workers ensured that they did not have to take on 

lower paid work; “the women would speak with contempt of the ‘slop’ work, and say they could 

never do ‘such stuff’” (1897, 30).  They also suggest that those workers engaged in the lowest 

paid work lacked not only skill but also bargaining power in the market -- “The women do not 

seem hopeful for better wages; there are always so many eager for the work, bad as it is, that 

they dare not make much ado in case it should be taken from them, and they are so isolated that 

combination seems to present insuperable difficulties to them” (1897, 30). The 1908 report 

contains sporadic but enlightening references to the training received by various workers, and the 

information on the tailoring trade is relatively complete -- the highest paid workers in skilled 

suit-making are described as having served years-long apprenticeships and as having paid up to 

£10 for training, while others learned in months, from a friend or family member, or simply 

“picked it up” (1908, 101-113). One girl, described as “not very strong,” related that she “was 

taught the trade by another girl, and has not learnt it completely. She cannot do all the best kind 

of work, and therefore only gets the poorer quality” (1908, 103).

8



 It does seem plausible that, within the sample of home workers, the set of personal and 

household characteristics that would lead to lower wages could also imply longer work hours, 

and vice versa for higher wage workers. Where married women, widows or young girls living at 

home were driven into the labor force by a shortfall in household income, sometimes 

temporarily, a lack of experience, skill or familiarity with the labor market might have forced 

them to take on relatively low paid work. Where attaining a certain level of income was crucial, 

lower wages would have meant longer hours of work. Normally the advanced age or ill health of 

a worker might be expected to reduce both the wage rate (via the type of work undertaken, and 

the speed at which they could work) and the hours dedicated to working but, again, if the worker 

was supporting herself or other family members, the reduced rate of pay could necessitate longer, 

not shorter, hours of work. Workers with other sources of support available, as with husbands 

and fathers who were earning, would both have had greater resources of money and time to 

devote to seeking out training and better work, and might well have been able to attain a 

satisfactory level of earnings by devoting fewer hours to work. Healthier, better trained single 

women and widows would have been able to command higher wages and support themselves, if 

desired, on fewer hours of work as well, leaving more time to devote to domestic work and 

possibly even leisure.  

 There has been very little historical data that allows women’s wage rates to be related to 

their hours of work. The data from the HIWL reports is less than ideal in that it contains only 

workers, and so nothing can be said about labor force participation (beyond the ability to make 

some inferences about various workers’ reasons for being in the labor market), and it is clearly a 

very selected group of workers -- among the poorest and lowest-earning, and also clearly with 

strong ties to the home. But, for these same reasons, a group of female workers who take piece 

work into the home, fit their work around domestic duties, and act primarily as secondary 

workers might represent an important stage in the historical development of women’s role in the 

economy, and might have much in common with female workers in parts of the developing 

world. Thus the data contained in the reports provides a valuable opportunity to examine how 

household need, duties and conditions, along with human capital (or a lack thereof), affected the 

behavior of these workers in a select segment of the labor market. 

9



 In the standard labor supply model, the female worker’s market wage rate affects her 

allocation of hours among leisure, the home and the market. An increase in the wage increases 

the price (opportunity cost in terms of foregone wages) of time spent in home production or 

leisure, so to the degree that home production can be substituted by wage goods, this substitution 

effect will lead to an increase in labor supplied to the market, on both the participation and hours 

margins. On the hours margin, an increase in the wage also generates an increase in income that 

might lead to a reduction in labor supply. Thus, in general, the labor force participation of 

married women is thought to be positively related to their own wage offers, but the effect of a 

higher wage on hours of work is theoretically ambiguous, and depends on whether the income or 

substitution effect dominates.16 Other sources of household income are assumed to have a 

positive effect on the demand for leisure, and thus a negative effect on both labor force 

participation and hours of work. Historical studies of labor force participation have generally 

found small and insignificant own-wage elasticities and negative household income effects that 

are substantially larger than those found for later time periods.17 The interpretation has been that 

married women in the past were much more responsive to household income levels than to their 

own wage rates. Both Goldin (1990, p. 132-5) and Roberts (1988, p. 72-3) stress that, when 

female workers were predominantly employed in undesirable jobs in manufacturing and service, 

a wife’s presence in the labor force was a signal that her husband did not earn enough to support 

the family. This stigma, along with standards of housekeeping that attached a high value to 

married women’s domestic work, meant that women were typically pushed into the labor force 

by the low or irregular earnings of their husbands.

 Historical studies have, however, typically lacked data about hours of work, so we do not 

know much about the relationship between wages and hours among those women who were in 

the labor force. In modern studies of female labor supply, the substitution effect tends to 

dominate the income effect, and uncompensated wage elasticities tend to be positive. Standard 

labor supply theory does allow for the supply curve to bend backwards (i.e. for the income effect 
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16 The overall effect of the wage on hours is often expressed as the uncompensated wage elasticity, which can be 
decomposed into its substitution effect -- the compensated wage elasticity -- and its income effect. 

17 Goldin (1990, p. 132) surveys wage and income elasticities derived from cross-city studies which relate city 
participation rates to average wage levels and demographic characteristics. Hatton and and Bailey (1988) use an 
early sample of 1356 households from the NSLLL, about 5% of the full sample.



to dominate), but it is generally assumed that this would occur at higher, rather than lower, wage 

rates and is rarely observed among female workers (Barzel and MacDonald 1973; Heckman and 

Killingsworth 1986). In many studies of developing countries, however, the relationship between 

hours and wages has been found to be negative, especially at low wage rates and among poor 

secondary workers.18 While older studies explained this finding by assuming that labor supply 

curves bent backwards at very low wage rates in underdeveloped agricultural societies, recent 

models (derived in different ways by Dessing 2002; Prasch 2000; and Sharif 2003) have 

suggested that this observed negative relationship constitutes a “forward-falling” segment of the 

labor supply curve, along which poor workers are induced to work longer hours as the wage rate 

falls in order to keep household income constant at some minimum level.  

 The implication of models such as Dessing’s (2002) for the labor force participation 

decisions of secondary workers is that they are primarily driven by household income level 

rather than their own wage rates, a prediction that is consistent with the historical findings. 

Workers driven into the labor market by household need may enter unpleasant work at relatively 

low wage rates, and, particularly in the case of married women, they are also likely to have 

continued responsibilities for home production. Just as the household’s need for extra earnings 

would cause a secondary worker to increase hours of work as the wage falls, the household’s 

need for domestic work could provide a strong incentive for that worker to reduce hours of work 

once basic needs have been met (Dessing 2002, p. 444). Together, these generate a predicted 

negative wage elasticity for secondary workers who are working towards some target income 

level, and particularly for female workers who must combine market work with home 

production. 

 Most women in the HIWL data seem to fit the role of secondary worker very clearly, 

supplementing a husband or father’s income, often by entering the labor force during times he is 

out of work, or by off-setting the irregular earnings of a laborer in casual or uncertain work. The 

surveys are full of examples like the woman who “works to supplement the husband’s wage, 

which is not quite enough” (1897, 77) and the woman whose “Husband is a labourer earning £1 a 

week, and as there are 4 children she has to supplement his earnings” (1908, 103). Another 
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18 See Dessing (2002) and Sharif (2003) for thorough overviews of this literature. 



whose husband is a casual laborer states that “his work uncertain,” and “hers fairly 

constant” (1897, 67); in another case of the “husband in casual work” the report notes, “wife’s 

earnings needed to keep family in food” (1897, 69). There are plenty of examples also of women 

who have begun work following the unemployment or fall in wages of their husbands. One 

woman with seven children “lamented having come down to such a thing as matchbox making” 

while her husband was out of work “owing to the collapse of the firm he worked for” (1908, 

157). In another case, that of a married woman with five children, it is stated that her husband 

“used to earn more, and since he got less his wife has begun to work” (1908, 131). In a final 

case, it is clear that the wife frequently needs to work during her husband’s spells of 

unemployment; her husband is in the “‘electric line,’ but often out of work, when wife has to 

work almost night and day to keep them. He lost 14 weeks this year before July, and last year 

they had out-relief for the first time; 5 children.” (1908, 107). 

 Even in cases where a widow or single woman is clearly the only means of support for 

herself and the family, and therefore acting as the household’s primary earner, the impression is 

that this is by default; they often seem to have been unprepared for the role, and many have 

difficulty earning enough to survive on. One widow with no poor relief relied on help from her 

grown children to supplement her own meager earnings; they are “all married, but help her a 

little or she ‘could not live’” (1908, 139). Another widow had to resort to begging; she “had lived 

in America, but after husband’s death came home to old trade. This was the solitary case of 

begging in Vine Yard” (1897, 71). Of a single woman supporting herself and her mother, the 

report notes that “the work is close and very badly paid, but she did not complain, only said, ‘it is 

a hard struggle to rub along’” (1897, 79). Many widows appear to have been hampered not only 

by age or young children, but by long absences from work or a lack of experience; of one widow 

with several children the investigator notes, “It struck me that she was an unskiful worker and 

slow; has only done it since her husband’s death a few years ago” (1897, 61). 

 Widows with children, along with married women, faced a significant trade off between 

work for wages and domestic duties. In some cases, long hours of work seem to have followed 

household chores; one widow, who must accomplish a certain amount per day in order to support 

her children, “has to look after house as well, and can’t always work till afternoon” with the 
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result that she “works very late.” (1897, 21). In many others, housework was simply neglected. 

Of one married woman with a husband in “poor pay” it is noted that “she has to neglect her 

home when she has the work” (1897, 67). Of many other homes of widows and married women, 

notes read “this home was much neglected” (1897, 49), “home and large family of small children 

much neglected on account of work” (1897, 41), or “says has to neglect everything to earn this 

7/-” a week (1897, 57). Though it mainly appears to have been easier for single women to 

manage housekeeping and work together, there are examples like this single woman, of whom it 

was stated “room very slovenly, and scattered with bed clothes. Unwashed breakfast things 

about” (1897, 73). 

 Where there are mentions of women who have recently given up work, or are planning to, 

one reason given for doing so is that their housework is suffering. One married woman stated 

that “she only took up the work because her husband was out of a situation, and thinks she will 

have to give it up as she cannot do any housework except on Mondays and Saturdays, when she 

does not take the boxes” (1908, 151). Particularly for married women and widows with children, 

it seems clear that balancing both was difficult to sustain, and therefore it also seems plausible 

these workers would have a strong incentive to reduce work hours in order to focus on domestic 

duties when increases in the rate of pay or other household income allowed. There are several 

cases in the reports of women visited who had given up the work, almost all cases in which a 

husband had resumed or found better work and the worker concluded that, at the rates of pay 

available, the work was no longer worth her time.  In one case where the “woman took the work 

when husband was out of employment,” her “husband said he would not have her do it any more 

at such rate of wages, and would throw the shirts out of window, so she has taken no 

more” (1897, 45). In another a box maker with “husband at present in good work” stated that 

“prices have gone down so that it is not worth her while to take any more boxes” (1908, 141). 

And in a third case, a married woman “had been offered flannel blouses at 1/9 a dozen, but had 

refused these” and said that “she has given up the work as her husband, a French polisher, is now 

in work” (1908, 59).19
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19 In one very unusual but noteworthy instance, a married woman whose husband gave her 20s a week said that “she 
has given up the work as she is too stout, weighs 20 stone and cannot sit at machine as it tires her” (1908, 127).



 In this sample of working women, the few who were planning to give it up or had just 

done so are relatively isolated examples, but there are many instances of married and single 

women with husbands or fathers working who state that they do relatively small amounts of 

work to supplement the husband’s wages or for their own pocket money. These are workers who 

are often described as being from “respectable” or “comfortable” households and as being in 

“good condition,” and as earning relatively high wages. One married woman with a husband in 

work “only works when she chooses” (1897, 15); another “only works to please herself” (1897, 

23); several more say they work “to get little extras for the children” (1897, 37). Another married 

woman “evidently only does work now and then to make a little extra” and “often works less 

than 8 hours, but would make 1/6 a day if working that time” (1897, 79) -- for an implied hourly 

wage that, at 2.25d per hour, was higher than the average in the 1897 sample. In the case of 

another woman from a “comfortable” home with husband in work, “both husband and wife said 

she worked for the best shop this side of the river” (1897, 15). While women with working 

husbands do appear to have had more flexibility in deciding whether to work, for how long and 

possibly at what wage rate, their relative “comfort” shouldn’t be overstated. In the example cited 

above of the woman who worked for little extras for the children, the husband earned 24s a 

week. According to Rowntree’s 1899 minimum standard poverty line, this would have been 

enough to support a wife and two or three children, but not by a very large margin. Households 

like this were far from wealthy -- they just weren’t necessarily desperate for additional income. 

A girl described as living with her family in relative comfort, with her father in work, “only 

works for herself, and is evidently not pressed” -- described as so because “she took a day off 

when not feeling well” (1908, 67). 

 Contemporary observers of home workers in London in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries believed that, among this class of workers, it was the least needy who were 

able to command the highest wages, and had the relative luxury of working fewer hours, while 

women from poorer households, or who were forced into work by the unemployment or death of 

a husband, generally fell into lower wage work and worked longer hours to maintain household 

income. The two HIWL surveys offer, for the first time, the necessary data to see to what extent 

this was true, and whether there was indeed a negative relationship between wages and hours of 
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work among home working women. Anecdotally, there seems to be evidence that married 

women in particular entered and left work depending on the employment of their husbands, and 

were able to reduce hours when their spouses were in work, and that all three groups struggled to 

balance work for wages with household duties -- where survival was less of an issue, women 

might have traded higher wage work for additional time in domestic production. In the next 

section, I am able to examine the average earnings, wages and hours of work of groups of 

women in a number of different home industries, and to relate their wages and work hours to 

variables such as whether their husbands were in work, the number of children, whether the 

worker or another household member suffered from a health issue, and whether the worker and 

her household were described in positive or negative terms.  

III. The Home Industries of Women in London Reports

Unfortunately, very little information has survived about how or why the two studies were 

undertaken. The tables of information relating to 404 cases in 1897 and 446 cases in 1908 

survive intact, but except for a very brief introduction to the material written by Clementina 

Black for the 1897 report, each contains only the raw tabulated data, which does not seem to 

have ever been compiled and analyzed in any systematic way.20 Because there is so surprisingly 

little introductory or analytical material in the reports, it is not possible to say much about how or 

by whom specifically the investigations were carried out. They were a product of the Women’s 

Industrial Council’s Investigation Committee, which was headed by Black. The Women’s 

Industrial Council (WIC) had been established in 1894 as a “permanent association on a broad 

basis for the purpose of watching over the interests of women engaged in trades, and over all 

industrial matters which concern women” (WIC, 1911, 3). It was comprised mainly of middle-

class women who were clearly highly sympathetic to the plight of low-wage female workers; the 

WIC investigated over 100 trades and publicized the results with the hope of influencing public 

policy, and Black herself wrote numerous pamphlets supporting minimum wages for women. A 

WIC pamphlet stated that “the work of the Investigation Committee is that of an intelligence 
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department which maps out the work of all the others; for without full investigation it is 

impossible either to legislate or organize wisely.” The committee “undertakes from time to time 

to investigate in one of its chief centres the actual conditions of a given trade in which women 

are employed. This entails systematic visits of enquiry to employers, factories, workshops, home 

workers, employees, trade union and other officials, and then the drafting of a report with 

tabulated results” (WIC, 1911, 5). Of the HIWL investigations, the WIC explained that “one of 

the important tasks undertaken by the Committee was an enquiry into the condition of the 

poorest and most helpless of the industrial army, namely, women home workers” (WIC, 1911, 6).

 On the title page of the 1897 report the investigation committee thanks the clergy of 

Whitechapel and Southwark, the Scripture Readers Union, St Frideswides Mission, Poplar and 

two or three women “for their assistance in securing the addresses of home workers,” so it 

appears that they compiled lists of home workers to visit from whatever sources they could. In 

the introduction, Black states that each case was reported by a “person visitor to the house” and 

that “no selection of cases has been made” (1897, 5). There is no information given in the 

introduction or in the individual cases about where in London these households were 

concentrated, but the 1897 report contains short special reports on workers in Shoreditch, 

Southwark, Bethnal Green and Woolwich. Other place names that get mentioned in isolated 

instances are Stepney Green, Minories, Peckham and Camberwell, so it seems likely that the 

investigation was largely centered in the East and Southeast areas of London. These place names 

are typically mentioned in the context of carrying work to and fro, and most of these go from one 

of the boroughs listed above to a more central location -- the City, Wardour Street, Tottenham 

Court Road, and Chelsea are all mentioned by name (the City by far the most often). Information 

is given about commuting times for a number of women in each report. They varied enormously, 

from getting work from a neighbor or nearby middleman to journeys of several hours or a full 

half day. The average time it took to fetch and return work was 1 1/2 hours in 1897 and a little 

less, about an hour and a third in 1908. There was also a lot of variance in how often workers 

reported making journeys -- typically it ranged from once or twice a day to once a week or every 

two weeks -- so it is difficult to generalize, but the impression left is that significant amounts of 
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time were involved in getting and returning work and payments. It also appears to have been 

very common, especially in 1897, to send a child to fetch and carry work.

 The 1897 report contains women working in seventeen major trades, plus a few contained 

in a miscellaneous category. They are: arsenal work (military equipment, mostly sewing bags of 

various sorts), brush making, cardboard box making, match box making, fur pulling (pulling fur 

off of hides), tailoring, shirt making, tie making, ball (tennis and racket) covering, bead and braid 

work (embroidery), boot and shoe making, umbrella making, steel covering, doll making, sack 

making, artificial flower making, women’s and children’s clothing, and, under miscellaneous 

work, paper bag making, tassel making, chair caning, stringing toy bats, trunk making, stitching 

dog collars and leashes, metal tubes (i.e. “tormentors”)21, sewing painters’ jackets, ostrich feather 

cleaning, basket making, bird cages, “certain processes in preparation of goldbeater skin,”22 

colouring canes, mop making, binding and lining men’s tall hats, book sewing, fancy hair rolls 

(rolls and nets), carpet sewing and plush frames. The 1908 report also contains women working 

in 17 major trades and a miscellaneous category, though some of the trades represent 

subdivisions of those given in the 1897 report. Women’s and children’s clothing was broken 

down into blouse making, dress making, women’s and children’s underclothing, mantle 

(women’s suits) making, and corsets. Tailoring, which traditionally only referred to men’s 

clothing, was presented as trousers and coats and waistcoat making in the 1908 report. Other 

trades include: artificial flower making, cardboard box making, match box making, brush 

making, embroidery and bead work, glove making, millinery, shirt making, shoes and shoe 

beading, ties and belts and, under miscellaneous work, tacking doors on mousetraps, cracker 

making (as in Christmas toys), sack making, tennis ball stitching, pompom making, sewing of 

flannel bags for pressing gum through (to make postage stamps), fishing nets, medical bottle 

washing, bible folding, book folding, paper bag making, doll making, sock making, and stitching 

dress steels.  

17

21 I have no idea what this means. The explanation in the description is, “she brings tubes from factory, fills with 
water, and closes up” (1897, 87). 

22 Also something of a mystery; further explanation says, “stretches skin on frames, scrapes off grease, treats with 
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 Workers in the HIWL often frankly stated that they could make more by working in a 

factory -- so why were they at home? With the exception of one or two single women who stated 

that they preferred their own homes to the factory environment, the overwhelming reasons seem 

to be that they were married with children at home and household duties, widowed with children 

at home, or too old to enter factory work, or kept home by the need to care for an elderly, 

disabled or ill relative. In many cases, it was clearly a struggle to balance work and domestic 

duties, and a handful of married women stated, with apparent relief, that they could give up the 

work or cut back when their husbands were employed. 

 The workweek, in terms of hours calculated from the 1908 report, appears to have been 

shorter than that of a typical factory week, on average, but the estimates of daily hours were 

frequently longer than a typical factory day of about 9 hours. The explanation seems to lie in the 

irregularity of home work -- extremely long hours when work was available coexisted with slack 

periods when none was available at all. There was a clear trade off between the relative 

convenience of working at home and the regularity of the work. Women stated time after time 

that factory hands always got work first when it was in short supply.23 

IV. Data and Results

The two surveys were very similar, but there are a few key differences that can make direct 

comparison tricky on some dimensions. Each is presented as a series of tables, organized by 

industry, with a number of cases listed, each representing an individual homeworker. Across the 

tables are columns representing different categories of information: “nature of work” lists the 

industry and specific item made, “price paid” gives the relevant piece rates paid, “average cost of 

working materials per week” sometimes gives a money amount and sometimes a description of 

what materials the worker provided herself or were provided for her by the employer. “Average 

earnings for the day and week” are both listed, but normally one or the other is given, rarely 

both. “Number of hours in working day” is followed by “condition of worker,” which typically 

gives marital status, where or how the work is done (“alone”, or “in kitchen” would be sample 

18

23 Though interestingly, Schmiechen’s review of various reports relating to outworkers in London suggests that 
outwork actually made work in seasonal trades “more intensely” seasonal for factory workers as well, as the 
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typical entries) and sometimes an adjective describing the worker or dwelling (“respectable,” 

“good,” “poor,” “clean and tidy”), and finally by a column of “general remarks,” which contains 

a wide variety of information. If there is information about the husband, children, other earnings 

and sources of income, it is found here, as is any information about previous work or training, 

health issues in the household, travel to fetch and carry work, and any comments the worker has 

made about reasons for working, giving up work, or general satisfaction with the work, pay and 

employer.  

 Overall, the 1908 report provides more detailed information in the general remarks 

category, so much more is known in particular about husbands, children, other sources of income 

and training history. The 1897 report, on the other hand, tended to report more regularly an 

adjective about the worker’s condition in the condition of worker column. Entering the 

information given in these two columns as variables in a spreadsheet was not always 

straightforward, and mostly resulted in a series of indicators, for marital status, whether a 

husband was present, described as out of work, sick or in casual or irregular work, whether 

children were present and their number if given, and the sources and amounts of additional 

household income if given. Additionally, it was noted if the worker gave any information about 

training or travel time, if the household was described as respectable, comfortable, clean and 

tidy, rough, slatternly, or dirty and untidy, if health issues of any household member were 

mentioned, or if the worker was described as in good, fair or bad condition or as pleasant, 

cheerful, bright or healthy. Finally, some workers expressed explicit like or dislike for the work, 

or whether they felt that had enough or not enough work, or thought prices in the trade had 

fallen. In many cases, the number of times these various descriptors came up was small, but 

mentions of health issues and some description of the worker or household were common.

1. 1897 Report

The 1897 report gave less in the way of extra information about the household, but it was very 

regular in the listing of piece rates, daily earnings and daily hours. Unfortunately it gave little 

direct information about hourly wages or weekly earnings.  Table 1 presents daily and weekly 

19



earnings, daily hours and wage rates by industry from the 1897 report. About three quarters of 

cases reported daily earnings and daily hours, and hourly wages are calculated from these by 

dividing daily earnings by daily hours. The hourly wage estimates, then, are heavily reliant on 

how accurate each of the answers given for daily earnings and hours was, but the assumption of 

the investigators seems to have been that these answers meant “in a day of x hours I could earn x 

shillings.” The average wage, calculated this way, was 1.8d. (pence) per hour. Weekly earnings 

were given in only about one quarter of cases, and it is difficult to infer from daily earnings what 

weekly wages actually were, since that would depend on how many days the worker had full 

work -- the daily average does not necessarily reflect how much work, or time to work, would be 

available every day for six days. Average daily earnings come out to 1.5s per day, average hours 

10.9, and average weekly earnings, where reported, come out to about 7s a week (coincidentally, 

that is Rowntree’s 1899 subsistence line for a single female), which represents a bit less than five 

full days of work. Multiplying daily earnings by 6, for a full-week upper bound on weekly 

earnings, yields an average of about 9s a week, while a lower bound of three days of work would 

have given an average of about 4.5s a week. 

 Table 1 also breaks down average daily and weekly earnings, daily hours and wage rates 

by marital status and trade.24 Wages and weekly earnings are highest for single women, followed 

by married women and then widows. Widows and single women appear to work longer days than 

married women, though the difference is perhaps smaller than expected, given the greater 

likelihood that married women would have husbands and children underfoot. Wage rates are 

highest in tie work, umbrella making and tailoring and lowest in match box making, steel 

covering and bead and braid work (embroidery). Hours are longest in shirt making, sack making 

and brush making, and shortest in fur pulling, tie work and tailoring. Weekly earnings, though 

the observations are few, are exceptionally high in artificial flower making and high in the boot 

and shoe trade, and exceptionally low in match box making and shirt making (though some of 

those observations were noted as being for earnings in the current or previous slow week, rather 

than for a typical week).
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 Table 2 briefly provides information on some aspects of the households of the women 

interviewed. As would be expected, households of married women were more likely to contain 

children, and contained more where an average number was given.  About 18% of households 

were noted as having some member with a health issue, and the proportion is highest among 

those of single women. Initially a bit surprising, this probably provides some of the explanation 

for why many single women were working at home in the first place -- either because their own 

weak health or disability kept them home, or because they were supporting a family member 

who was ill. Where it is specified, it appears that relatively few single women lived alone. 

Younger unmarried women were often still living with parents, while older unmarried women 

were often living with siblings or other single women. Just over 10% of women or their families 

were described as respectable or comfortable, and the highest proportion seems, slightly 

frustratingly, to be in the unknown marital status category. By far the most common set of 

descriptors was some combination of clean and tidy, bright and pleasant and/or in good 

condition, and there was very little difference in the proportions of married, single and widowed 

women described using one of these positive terms. The last category covers women and 

households described in negative terms -- as dirty, untidy, rough, slatternly, or slovenly. Here, 

again, there is not a big difference in their distribution among different groups, but a slightly 

higher proportion of married women’s households were described this way.  

 Table 3 presents the information given about husbands’ work status and occupation.  

Nearly half, 45%, of husbands are mentioned as being “in work” or as having an occupation, 

while 37.5% are mentioned as being out of work, sick, in irregular or casual work, or as having 

deserted the wife. About the rest no specific information was given, and even among those listed 

as “in work” or with an occupation, many might still have been engaged in an irregular or casual 

trade -- just because they were working at the time of the survey does not necessarily indicate 

that the work was regular. So 45% is most likely an optimistic upper bound on how many were 

typically employed, and 38% a definite lower bound on how many wives were pulled into work 

by their husbands’ irregular or casual labor.  Unfortunately, in the 1897 report, husband’s 

earnings were only reported in ten cases, ranging from 16s to 27s per week. According to 

Rowntree’s 1899 minimum standard, the requirement for a family of 4 was about 19s, a family of 
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5 required 21.7s and a family of 6 required 26s, so most of these earnings were right in the range 

for an average family of five, but could easily have been on the line or have fallen short if their 

families were larger (and in fact, six out of the seven of those whose household sizes were 

recorded would all have fallen short -- they all had more children than their earnings alone could 

have supported, according to Rowntree). Only seven women reported receiving poor relief, and 

three the amounts -- 2.5s, 2.5s and 6s per week. Little information was given about amounts of 

income received from other sources, though some other sources were listed. A few women 

reported having received help from the C.O.S. (Charity Organization Society), from the church, 

from family members, and from other work they did on the side -- keeping a small shop, washing 

and charing, or letting rooms. 

 Table 4 compares the average earnings, daily hours and wage rates of workers whose 

households fell into various descriptive categories. Women in households where there were 

health issues noted -- their own or a family member’s - reported lower daily and weekly 

earnings, longer hours and lower wage rates. One interpretation could be that workers whose 

own health was compromised were slower, and needed to work longer hours in order to support 

themselves, and another could be that those workers who were forced into the labor market by 

the illness of the main breadwinner were compromised in their ability to seek out more 

remunerative work. Women in homes that were described as “respectable” or “comfortable” 

reported higher daily and weekly earnings and wages and shorter work hours. This is consistent 

with the idea that women from less needy households were more highly skilled and could seek 

out better-paying work, and that they were not required to work long hours in order to support 

themselves or others. Women whose homes were described as clean and tidy or workers 

described as being in good condition also had slightly higher earnings and wages, but there is no 

difference in reported hours. Finally, women whose home were described as dirty or untidy or 

workers who were described as “rough” or in poor condition reported lower earnings and wage 

rates and worked longer hours. 

 Married women with husbands who were recorded as out of work, sick, or in casual or 

irregular work also reported lower daily and weekly earnings, lower wage rates and longer hours 

than did those whose husbands were recorded as in work. Since the wives of unemployed men 
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presumably had larger household income shortfalls to make up, this seems to suggest that the 

observations of contemporaries had some merit. They had a greater need for extra income, but, 

whether because of lower skill levels, long absences from work, or a lack of bargaining power, 

they found themselves in lower wage work than did women whose husbands were working. 

Married women with children reported slightly lower wage rates and daily earnings and shorter 

hours per day, but actually reported higher weekly earnings. This is curious, but it could be that 

having children present both slowed the worker down and limited the hours available each day, 

and increased the household’s need for additional income, causing married women with children 

to work more days per week. Widows with children reported longer hours, at higher wages and 

with greater daily earnings. In this case, it is likely that the discrepancy largely reflects an age 

difference -- widows with children to support would have been younger, and better able to restart 

or learn new work and work long hours. 

 Table 5 presents some very simple OLS estimates of daily hours. This is far from a 

satisfactory labor supply function -- the data simply do not contain enough information about 

important variables such as age and other household income. It should be interpreted simply as a 

collection of suggestive relationships. In column 1, daily hours is simply regressed on the wage 

rate; the relationship is negative and significant, and suggests a reduction of a little less than an 

hour of work (.8) per day per extra penny per hour. That is consistent with a situation in which, 

say, a worker earning 2d per hour works 10 hours a day, and a worker earning 4d works 8 hours 

-- which though very rough, does seem plausible. Controlling for marital status, trade of 

employment, the husband’s unemployment and the presence of children lower the magnitude of 

the effect, but only slightly. As would be expected, the unemployment of the husband has a 

significant positive effect on hours per day, and would have increased a married woman’s work 

day by almost an hour on average. The presence of children has no significant effect -- as was 

noted above, in this context children can have an ambiguous effect on labor supply. Their 

presence typically reduces the hours that married women have available for work, but also 

increases the number of mouths to feed in the household. 

  The equations in Table 6 investigate various possible influences on the wage. Data 

limitations mean, again, that these are far from standard wage or earnings equations, but they do 

23



provide some suggestive relationships between household and personal characteristics that might 

have affected human capital accumulation and status in the labor market. The qualitative 

description of the condition of the household given in the survey was highly correlated with 

wage rate commanded by the worker. Coming from a household that was described as dirty, 

untidy, rough or poor was also associated with lower wages, while coming from a household 

described as respectable or comfortable was strongly associated with higher wages. Causation 

would obviously be running in both directions and the descriptions are highly endogenous with 

the wage rate, but it is interesting, and reassuring, that the qualitative descriptions correspond so 

closely to the wage rate. The presence of health issues in the household was associated with 

lower wage rates and daily earnings, which could be the result of decreased personal productivity  

or, when the need was to support a family member who was ill, with decreased ability to seek out 

better pay. The specifications in columns 5 and 6 divide the variable so that Health (other) equals 

one if the survey reports that someone else in the household was sick or injured and Health (her) 

equals one if the worker herself was sick or injured. The worker’s own ill health would be 

expected to exert a downward influence on the wage earned as the result of decreased 

productivity, but the negative impact of another household member’s ill health, which is about 

equal in magnitude, is perhaps surprising. If the ill health of a parent, husband or child created 

the need for additional household income and forced the daughter, wife or mother into seeking 

out work that she would not normally have undertaken, this variable might be the best measure 

of the effect of reduced bargaining power in the labor market on the wage. A similar 

interpretation could be attached to the negative impact of having a husband who was out of 

work, sick, or in irregular or casual work on the wage. Wives forced into the labor market by an 

out of work or low-earning husband may have had their ability to seek out or negotiate higher-

wage work reduced by the necessity of bringing in an income quickly -- and were also likely to 

have been less skilled and experienced in the labor market than more regular workers. It is 

difficult to separate the effects of lower human capital accumulation from lesser bargaining 

power (since they would be closely related), but further information in the 1908 survey about 

prior training and work experience offers an opportunity to examine these factors as well.
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2. 1908 Report

While the 1897 report was most consistent in reporting daily earnings and daily hours, the 1908 

report was most consistent in reporting average weekly earnings and hourly rates of pay. The 

1897 report was strict in only reporting piece rates under the price paid category, but in many 

cases in the 1908 report, these were followed by some estimate of how many the worker could 

do in a set amount of time. In some cases that unit was a day, and daily hours of work were 

provided, so that the estimate was obtained as in the 1897 report, by dividing daily earnings by 

daily hours, but more often the wage rate was given more directly (so many in an hour, one takes 

ten minutes, etc.). Implied weekly hours of work were obtained using the available data on 

hourly wage rates and weekly earnings. In some cases, separate estimates of daily hours of work 

were provided in the report as in 1897. Where weekly hours could be calculated and daily hours 

were given as well, they imply a workweek of just under five days. Table 7 presents daily 

earnings, weekly earnings, daily hours, estimated weekly hours and wage rates in 1908. 

Nominally, daily earnings, weekly earnings and hourly wages had increased slightly since 1897, 

up to about 2s per day, 8.7s per week and 2.7d per hour. Daily hours had decreased very slightly 

to 10.6, and the average of weekly hours was about 43 -- far less than the 60-66 that would be 

expected if these women were working full six day weeks.    

 Again, single women earned the highest weekly wages and hourly rates, followed by 

married women and then widows. Widows worked the longest reported daily hours, as in 1897, 

but single women worked the longest weekly hours, suggesting that they were most able to find 

regular employment. By far the highest weekly earnings and wage rates were found in waistcoat 

making, the most highly skilled branch of the tailoring trade. Next was mantle (women’s suits) 

making, and then women’s and children’s underclothing, dress making and blouse making, all 

branches of the clothing trade. The highest hourly wage rates were found in millinery, corsets 

and dress making. The lowest wages were reported in match box making, box making, artificial 

flowers and brush making, and the lowest weekly earnings in match box making, brush making, 

box making and men’s trousers and coats (hard, but much less skilled tailoring work). The 
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longest weekly hours were to be found in match box making, the miscellaneous trades, dress 

making and women’s and children’s underclothing. 

 The only real source for comparison with the average wages and earning obtained from 

the HIWL reports is with those in the Board of Trade’s 1906 enquiry into wages and hours, 

which covered only workers in factories and workshops. Table 8 gives average weekly earnings 

in the clothing industry taken from the 1906 wage census. Though the average earnings of 

waistcoat makers, the most highly skilled home workers in tailoring, may have met or exceeded 

those earned by women in bespoke work in factories, the average weekly earnings of workers in 

the ready-made trousers and coats segment of the tailoring trade in 1907 appear to have earned 

about half the average of their factory counterparts. Taken together, home shirt and blouse 

makers earned about 9s per week in 1907, compared with 13.3s for factory and workshop 

workers. Again, the most skilled home workers in dress and mantle making might have 

approached the weekly earnings of women doing similar work in workshops, but the pay of those 

doing ready-made work was undoubtedly lower than that earned by factory workers.

 Table 9 gives some information about the households of the women surveyed in the 1908 

report. In general, more comprehensive information was given about the number of children in 

each household, and again they were heavily concentrated in the households of married women 

and, to a lesser degree, widows. It appears that the average household size of married women had 

fallen slightly (but is less clear whether those of widows had really increased, since so many 

entries in the 1897 report simply said “widow with children”). Remarkably, nearly a third of the 

entries in the 1908 report contained some information about the worker’s employment history or 

training.25 A health issue was reported in about 20% of households, relatively evenly among 

household types, though with a slightly higher concentration in households of widowed women 

-- most likely an indicator of their own infirmity. A higher proportion of households were 

designated as respectable or comfortable in 1908 than had been in 1897, with an especially high 

rate among single women, who are likely to have been the girls still living their parents. Both 
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positive and negative adjectives relating to cleanliness and worker conditions were most 

commonly applied to the households of married women.

 Much more information was provided in the 1908 report about the occupations and work 

status of husbands. In nearly all cases, some indication that he was in work, had an occupation, 

or was out of work, sick, or in irregular or casual labor was noted. Just over 57% of husbands 

were recorded as out of work, sick, in irregular or casual work, and 41% were listed with an 

occupation or as in work. As in the 1897 report, these should be viewed as an upper bound on the 

number regularly employed and a lower bound on the number who might have been in irregular 

or casual labor, since those described as “in work” might only be in work for the moment. Table 

10 lists the wide array of occupations named.

 Table 11 compares the average earnings, daily and weekly hours and wage rates of 

workers whose households fell into various descriptive categories in the 1908 report, as in Table 

4, but the results of the comparisons are a bit less straightforward than when using the 1897 data. 

As in 1897, women in households with health issues present earned less per day, earned lower 

hourly wages and worked longer daily and weekly hours. Women from households described as 

respectable or comfortable continued to earn higher wages and to report greater daily and weekly 

earnings, but also reported working longer hours per day. Since in this survey the households of 

single women were proportionally more likely to be described using these terms, this might 

reflect the greater ability of young single women to find regular work.  There is very little 

difference between women in households described as clean, tidy or in good condition and those 

who were not, and in fact those in households that were not described using these terms 

exhibited slightly higher earnings and wages. However, it was still the case that women from 

households described as rough, poor or dirty earned less, and at lower wage rates. 

 Married women whose husbands were designated as out of work, sick or in irregular or 

casual labor reported lower daily earnings, and wage rates, as in 1897, and also appear to have 

worked longer hours daily and weekly. Their weekly earnings were actually reported as slightly 

higher than those of women with husbands in work, suggesting that the wives of unemployed 

men made up for shortfalls in household income by working longer hours at lower wages. 

Married women with no children earned higher wages, daily and weekly earnings and worked 
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longer hours. As in the 1897 data, widows with children reported higher earnings, hourly wages 

and longer weekly hours; again, this was most likely a reflection of their younger age.

 Table 12 presents the results of some very simple OLS estimates of hours of work for the 

1908 data, as in Table 5 for 1897, but with weekly rather than daily hours of work as the 

dependent variable. Again, column 1 simply regresses weekly hours on the wage rate, and again, 

since controls for important variables such as age and other household income are missing, the 

negative relationship should not be interpreted as more than a suggestive association. As in the 

1897 data, the relationship is significant and negative. A one pence increase in the wage rate 

would be associated with about a three hour reduction in working hours per week; a worker 

earning 2d over a 37 hour work week would still earn over 75% more than a worker earning 1d 

per hour over a 40 hour week. Controlling for marital status and trade actually increases the 

effect. Women whose husbands were out of work, sick or engaged in casual or irregular labor 

worked about ten hours longer per week than married women with husbands in work. As in the 

1897 sample, children (here the number of children rather than their presence) had no significant 

effect. 

 The equations in Table 13 examine the relationships between wage rates and various 

characteristics of the worker’s household, as in Table 6, but the results for 1908 are much less 

striking than for 1897. This is difficult to interpret, and it may simply mean that the 1908 wage 

data are noisier, or the descriptive characteristics less meaningful. In some cases the signs and 

magnitudes of the variables are similar, if not the level of significance, but in the case of health 

issues the size of the negative coefficient drops dramatically once the trade controls are entered. 

The same is true of the negative relationship between the husband’s unemployment and the wage 

rate; its significance diminishes once trade is controlled for. It appears that in the 1908 data the 

trade of employment was the most important determinant of wages. Since the important women’s 

clothing and tailoring trade were broken down into finer categories in the 1908 report, it may be 

that other variables were highly correlated with which branch of the industry a woman was 

employed in, and that they pick up differences that are not explained by the trade categories in 

the 1897 report but are in the more specific categories used in the 1908 report. The really 

interesting underlying question is probably how women were sorted into the different trades; 
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there is a lot of suggestive anecdotal evidence in the reports that they were passed down from 

mother or father to daughter. In the final two columns the impact of the limited information on 

prior training and experience is explored; unsurprisingly, having completed a long apprenticeship 

(over 6 months) is highly positively related to the wage rate. It is less clear how to interpret 

having completed a short apprenticeship (a few weeks to 2-3 months) or having received 

informal training relative to the rest of the sample when this information was not provided in 

most cases. 

 Because of the greater amount of detailed information provided in the general remarks on 

each worker, the 1908 report has much better information on household composition and other 

household earnings -- those of husbands who were in work, working children or in some cases 

fathers and working siblings.26 Out of the 446 total, 184 households can be assigned a total size 

and household income figure with confidence. Table 14 shows the distribution of household 

incomes above and below Rowntree’s 1899 minimum standard poverty line.27 The overall 

poverty rate was an estimated 49%, with about 30% of households within 4s of the poverty line 

in either direction. This is significantly higher than that found for the working class in any 

contemporary poverty survey, but they covered the entire working class population, and one 

would expect the rate to be much higher among households in which women were not just 

working, but were taking in home work that was widely considered to be at “sweated” rates of 

pay. The second column of the table subtracts the female worker’s income from total household 

income to recalculate what the poverty rate would have been in the absence of her earnings. This 

exercise seems almost absurd in this setting, since the focus of the surveys themselves were on 

female earners, but it does serves to highlight how few of these households had sufficient other 

sources of income to get along without the woman’s earnings -- 85% would have been poor 

without the home worker’s earnings, and they would have been really poor. The poverty gap, or 

the average distance below the poverty line that poor households sat, would have increased by  

about 70%. In large part this reflects the large number of women supporting themselves or their 
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brother pair living together.

27 Adjusted to 1907-8 prices, and according to household size and the numbers of adults and children present -- that 
is, the minimum standard would be slightly different for a household of six comprised of 2 adults and 4 children and 
a household of six comprised of 3 adults and 3 children. 



households alone, or with very little help --  the large bunching of hypothetically poor 

households at 6s to 8s below the poverty line represents the number of women who supported 

themselves entirely by their own earnings, so with no earnings at all would have fallen about 7s 

below the minimum standard.

 Although it was still rare, there was significantly more mention of poor relief in the 1908 

report as compared with 1897. This could simply reflect the greater detail generally provided in 

the 1908 report, but could also be evidence of some increase in the generosity of London 

parishes in the first decade of the twentieth century, possibly helped by increasing publicity and 

public discourse relating to the plight of the poor, and of workers in “sweated” trades. Still, only 

33 households out of the 446 reported receiving poor relief, while 50 more made specific 

reference to the fact that they were not receiving poor relief, or were laboring to try to stay out of 

the workhouse. The average amount they reported receiving was just under 4s per week. In these 

reports, undertaken in the period just before the implementation of the Liberal Welfare Reforms, 

the almost complete lack of social benefits stand out. There were no widows and orphans or old 

age pensions yet in evidence, and no unemployment insurance. Besides private charity, poor 

relief was it, and it was seldom enough to fully support the widow or sick man’s family it went to 

support. In the very simple regressions estimated in Table 15, however, there does appear to be 

some tentative evidence of a reduction in work hours associated with the receipt of poor relief. It 

may be, of course, that poor relief was obtained only when the ability to work long hours was 

curtailed (as by age or illness), but it is also possible that, to a very limited extent, poor relief did 

allow widows, the old, and even some married women with incapacitated husbands and many 

children, to reduce their work hours.

V. Conclusion

What really stands out from analysis of these reports is the heterogeneity of these workers -- on 

average wages certainly appear to have been low, but there were successful women in skilled 

work earning 20s a week at home as well. There was wide variation not only in wage rates, 

earnings and hours, but in apparent skill level, family situation, and motivation for working. 
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Contemporaries suggested that women driven into the labor force by immediate household need 

were forced to take the lowest paid work, whether because they lacked skill and experience or 

bargaining power in the labor market. While it is difficult to distinguish one explanation from 

another, I am able to somewhat disentangle the influence of human capital from that of 

household factors that might have affected bargaining power. The reports contain limited 

information about prior training and human capital accumulation, and I find evidence that wages 

were positively related to previous formal training in the form of an apprenticeship. I also find 

that the wives and daughters of men who were out of the labor force due to unemployment or 

illness tended to work longer hours at lower wages, and that having a household member who 

was sick, disabled or out of work exerted downward pressure on a female worker’s wage rate. 

Anecdotal evidence in the reports is also suggestive  -- there were indications that women from 

better off households were able to refuse work they considered to be beneath them, while poorer 

women spoke of taking what they could get. The conclusion is that, overwhelmingly, female 

home workers in this time period were motivated by poverty and exhibited labor supply behavior 

that is consistent with that observed in developing countries today.    
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Table 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage Rates

Marital Status/Trade Daily 
Earnings s.

Weekly 
Earnings s.

Daily 
Hours

Wage 
Rate d/h

All (404) 1.54 (322)
0.689

7.06 (106)
3.52

10.9 (317)
2.18

1.77 (266)
0.771

Single (46) 1.60 (32) 
0.745

8.13 (15)
3.08

11.0 (37)
1.99

1.91 (27)
0.895

Married (184) 1.51 (149)
0.705

7.16 (49)
4.22

10.6 (148)
2.22

1.80 (128)
0.800

Widowed (75) 1.59 (60)
0.724

6.69 (14)
2.46

11.3 (58)
2.25

1.66 (50)
0.752

Unknown (99) 1.53 (81)
0.622

6.46 (28)
2.78

11.1 (74)
2.12

1.73 (61)
0.668

Arsenal Work (4) 2.74 (3)
0.445

Brush Making (34) 1.43 (25)
0.521

6.30 (9)
1.71

12.1 (30)
2.4

1.60 (23)
0.564

W&C Clothing (46) 1.42 (28)
0.730

6.87 (18)
3.69

10.7 (39)
1.90

1.78 (24)
1.02

Artificial Flowers (14) 1.49 (9)
0.69

13.1 (6)
5.86

10.5 (12)
2.08

1.68 (9)
0.635

Ball Covering (5) 1.67 (4)
0.824

5.5 (1) 10.5 (1) 2.86 (1)

Bead and Braid (21) 1.325 (15)
0.566

5.95 (5)
4.20

11.5 (14)
1.79

1.31 (12)
0.552

Boot and Shoe (23) 1.49 (17)
0.683

8.46 (7)
4.01

10.3 (18)
2.22

1.97 (15)
0.974

Cardboard Box (39) 1.58 (35)
0.603

6.89 (3)
0.835

11.6 (27)
1.92

1.75 (25)
0.469

Doll Making (3) 1.83 (2)
0.471

7.0 (1) 14 (3)
3.97

1.90 (2)
0.653
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Table 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 1: 1897 Earnings, Hours and Wage Rates

Marital Status/Trade Daily 
Earnings s.

Weekly 
Earnings s.

Daily 
Hours

Wage 
Rate d/h

Fur Pulling (26) 1.19 (26)
0.177

7.15 (26)
1.06

9.93 (23)
1.22

1.47 (23)
0.142

Match Box Making (25) 1.03 (22)
0.319

2.375 (2)
2.30

10.23 (20)
1.33

1.25 (20)
0.472

Sack Making (14) 2.14 (13)
0.466

12 (1) 12.3 (13)
0.665

2.06 (12)
0.464

Shirt Making (31) 1.63 (26)
1.04

2.74 (8)
1.69

12.6 (14)
2.54

1.73 (13)
1.10

Steel Covering (6) 1.19 (5)
0.252

5.5 (1) 10.7 (6)
2.08

1.26 (5)
.083

Tailoring (54) 1.76 (47)
0.751

8.8 (5)
2.08

10.1 (49)
1.90

2.12 (43)
0.801

Tie Work (11) 2.12 (7)
0.616

6.56 (4)
2.57

10 (8)
1.25

2.63 (6)
1.01

Umbrella Making (14) 1.82 (12)
0.531

7.0 (2)
2.82

11.0 (12)
3.34

2.30 (10)
0.838

Miscellaneous (34) 1.48 (27)
0.652

7.48 (7)
4.61

10.8 (29)
2.60

1.66 (24)
0.761

Note: In each cell, Mean (# Observations), with St. Dev. below
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Table 2: Household Characteristics 1897Table 2: Household Characteristics 1897Table 2: Household Characteristics 1897Table 2: Household Characteristics 1897Table 2: Household Characteristics 1897Table 2: Household Characteristics 1897Table 2: Household Characteristics 1897

Children
Average 
# Given

Children 
Present

(Y)

Health 
Issues

(Y)

Resp/
Comf

(Y)

Clean/
Good

(Y)

Dirty/
Poor
(Y)

All (404) 3.21 (115) 185 71 45 118 97

Single (46) 1.25 (4) 4 12 4 14 9

Married (184) 3.67 (69) 116 27 20 60 44

Widow (75) 2.41 (32) 42 9 10 22 16

Unknown (99) 3.50 (10) 23 23 11 22 28
Number of observations in parentheses.
See text for explanation of Health Issues, Res/Comf, Clean/Good and Dirty/Poor designations.

Table 3: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1897Table 3: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1897Table 3: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1897Table 3: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1897Table 3: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1897Table 3: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1897

Deserted/
Separated

Working/
Occupation

Working/
Occupation

Out of Work/Sick/
Irreg/Casual

Out of Work/Sick/
Irreg/Casual

Husbands (184) 5 8383 6969

Husbandʼs Occupations Listed:Husbandʼs Occupations Listed:Husbandʼs Occupations Listed:Husbandʼs Occupations Listed:Husbandʼs Occupations Listed:Husbandʼs Occupations Listed:

Labourer (16) Cabinet Maker (2)Cabinet Maker (2) DriverDriver Sailor

Carman (10) Agent for SingerAgent for Singer GlassblowerGlassblower Sausage Maker

Dock Labourer (10) Bricklayerʼs LabourerBricklayerʼs Labourer Marble WorkerMarble Worker Shipʼs Clerk

Warehouseman (4) Butcherʼs AssistantButcherʼs Assistant Match Box StampingMatch Box Stamping Tailor

Boot & Shoe (3) CaretakerCaretaker PorterPorter Waiter

Brush Boring (3) CarterCarter PrinterPrinter Hairdresser

Painter (3) Chair MakerChair Maker Road LabourerRoad Labourer

Bricklayer (2) Cookʼs LabourerCookʼs Labourer SaddlerSaddler
Total number in parentheses; total=1 if no number given
See text for explanation of Working/Occupation and Out of Work/Sick/Irreg/Casual designations.
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Table 4: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1897Table 4: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1897Table 4: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1897Table 4: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1897Table 4: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1897

Daily 
Earnings s.

Weekly 
Earnings s.

Daily 
Hours

Wage Rate 
d/h

Health Issues Y 1.24 (53)
0.488

6.75 (29)
2.55

11.4 (58)
2.38

1.35 (45)
0.425

Health Issues N 1.60 (269)
0.710

7.17 (77)
3.84

10.8 (259)
2.13

1.86 (221)
0.799

Respectable/   
Comfortable Y

1.94 (36)
0.826

9.54 (11)
3.85

10.2 (37)
2.56

2.34 (31)
0.969

Respectable/   
Comfortable N

1.49 (286)
0.657

6.77 (95)
3.39

11.0 (280)
2.11

1.70 (235)
0.712

Clean/Tidy/Good 
Condition Y

1.71 (99)
0.811

7.93 (25)
3.96

11.0 (95)
2.33

1.92 (81)
0.787

Clean/Tidy/Good 
Condition N

1.47 (223)
0.617

6.78 (81)
3.36

10.9 (222)
2.13

1.70 (185)
0.758

Dirty/Rough/Poor Y 1.32 (86)
0.561

5.84 (25)
2.55

11.2 (74)
2.07

1.47 (68)
0.579

Dirty/Rough/Poor N 1.62 (236)
0.716

7.43 (81)
3.71

10.8 (243)
2.21

1.87 (198)
0.803

Husband Working 1.57 (70)
0.757

6.24 (17)
4.54

9.9 (64)
2.04

1.99 (60)
0.816

Husband OW/S/Irr/Cas 1.37 (56)
0.618

7.12 (24)
4.01

11.4 (60)
2.35

1.49 (51)
0.673

Married Children Y 1.48 (95)
0.714

7.80 (30)
4.57

10.3 (88)
2.10

1.78 (79)
0.746

Married Children N 1.56 (54)
0.692

6.15 (19)
3.47

11.1 (60)
2.32

1.83 (49)
0.888

Widow Children Y 1.71 (37)
0.685

6.68 (7)
2.46

11.6 (36)
1.91

1.80 (32)
0.782

Widow Children N 1.39 (23)
0.755

6.70 (7)
2.65

10.9 (22)
2.72

1.42 (18)
0.646

Note: In each cell, Mean (# Observations), with St. Dev. below
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Table 5: OLS Estimates of Daily Hours 1897Table 5: OLS Estimates of Daily Hours 1897Table 5: OLS Estimates of Daily Hours 1897Table 5: OLS Estimates of Daily Hours 1897Table 5: OLS Estimates of Daily Hours 1897Table 5: OLS Estimates of Daily Hours 1897Table 5: OLS Estimates of Daily Hours 1897

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Wage d/h -0.839 -0.814 -0.847 -0.729 -0.714 -0.742Wage d/h
(0.153)*** (0.153)*** (0.159)*** (0.155)*** (0.156)*** (0.162)***

Husband OSIC 0.842 0.890 0.918Husband OSIC
(0.351)** (0.353)** (0.345)***

Children Y/N -0.343 -0.139Children Y/N
(0.259) (0.252)

Single -0.175 0.076 -0.190 -0.222 0.035Single 
(0.443) (0.427) (0.439) (0.439) (0.423)

Married -0.547 -0.121 -0.889 -0.764 -0.480Married 
(0.298)* (0.298) (0.328)*** (0.340)** (0.341)

Widow 0.179 0.562 0.185 0.338 0.583Widow
(0.365) (0.369) (0.362) (0.379) (0.380)

Trade Controls N N Y N N Y

Constant 12.361 12.565 13.041 12.418 12.459 13.239Constant
(0.296)*** (0.360)*** (1.862)*** (0.362)*** (0.363)*** (1.847)***

Observations 266 266 266 266 266 266

R-squared 0.10 0.12 0.29 0.14 0.15 0.31

Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%

Note: Dependent variable = number of hours worked per day.
Wage rate is given in pence per hour.
Husband OSIC indicates whether the husband was noted as out of work, sick, or in irregular or 
casual labor.
Excluded category in relation to Single, Married, Widow is Unknown.
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Table 6: Determinants of Wage Rates 1897,  OLS Table 6: Determinants of Wage Rates 1897,  OLS Table 6: Determinants of Wage Rates 1897,  OLS Table 6: Determinants of Wage Rates 1897,  OLS Table 6: Determinants of Wage Rates 1897,  OLS Table 6: Determinants of Wage Rates 1897,  OLS Table 6: Determinants of Wage Rates 1897,  OLS 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Dep. Variable Wage Rate d/hWage Rate d/hWage Rate d/hWage Rate d/hWage Rate d/hWage Rate d/h

Health Issues -0.445*** -0.378*** -0.366*** -0.287**Health Issues
(0.107) (0.107) (0.118) (0.117)

Health (other) -0.340** -0.300*Health (other)
(0.172) (0.167)

Health (her) -0.363** -0.287**Health (her)
(0.142) (0.143)

Resp/Comfortable 0.576*** 0.507***Resp/Comfortable
(0.138) (0.134)

Dirty/Rough/Poor -0.319*** -0.300***Dirty/Rough/Poor
(0.101) (0.0978)

Husband OSIC -0.368** -0.366*** -0.369** -0.354**Husband OSIC
(0.142) (0.138) (0.146) (0.143)

Single 0.229 0.179 0.181 0.156 0.190 0.166Single 
(0.164) (0.158) (0.171) (0.164) (0.175) (0.167)

Married 0.0441 0.0150 0.188 0.189 0.189 0.186Married 
(0.110) (0.110) (0.128) (0.129) (0.129) (0.129)

Widow -0.136 -0.320** -0.105 -0.274* -0.105 -0.276*Widow
(0.135) (0.136) (0.142) (0.142) (0.142) (0.142)

Trade Controls N Y N Y N Y

Constant 1.859*** 2.083*** 1.826*** 1.951*** 1.825*** 1.952***Constant
(0.101) (0.475) (0.0990) (0.497) (0.100) (0.499)

Observations 267 267 267 267 267 267

R-squared 0.173 0.321 0.091 0.262 0.093 0.265

Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%

Note: See text for explanation of Health Issues, Res/Comfortable, Dirty/Rough/Poor.
Husband OSIC indicates whether the husband was noted as out of work, sick, or in irregular or 
casual labor.
Excluded category in relation to Single, Married, Widow is Unknown.
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Table 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage Rates

Marital Status/
Trade

Daily 
Earnings s.

Weekly 
Earnings s.

Daily 
Hours

Weekly 
Hours

Wage 
Rate d/h

All (446) 1.99 (186)
1.41

8.72 (378)
5.32

10.6 (171)
3.39

43.4 (261)
17.1

2.73 (278)
1.72

Single (66) 2.75 (32)
1.76

12.4 (55)
5.98

10.9 (34)
2.45

48.2 (42)
14.4

3.16 (44)
1.60

Married (202) 1.68 (84)
1.10

7.15 (174)
3.78

10.5 (59)
4.05

41.2 (114)
17.6

2.46 (123)
1.30

Widowed (73) 1.42 (35)
0.696

6.63 (63)
3.24

12.13 (24)
3.43

44.2 (43)
18.8

1.98 (46)
0.878

Unknown (105) 2.61 (35)
1.76

11.06 (86)
6.58

9.9 (54)
2.92

43.9 (62)
16.4

3.47 (65)
2.46

Artificial Flowers 
(8)

1.52 (4)
0.503

8.50 (7)
2.87

10.8 (4)
2.5

54.2 (5)
17.5

1.71 (5)
0.329

Blouse Making 
(22)

2.70 (4)
1.18

11.30 (15)
4.47

9.67 (9)
2.83

48.2 (4)
16.3

2.68 (5)
1.01

Box Making (107) 1.24 (43)
0.405

6.29 (94)
2.59

10.4 (24)
3.16

42.0 (51)
12.6

1.91 (51)
0.587

Brush Making (11) 2.0 (1) 5.4 (9)
1.38

9.0 (3)
3.0

44.8 (5)
11.3

1.70 (6)
0.245

Corsets (6) 3.25 (3)
0.25

11.6 (5)
2.90

12.0 (4)
4.08

45.7 (3)
6.03

3.31 (4)
0.473

Dress Making (18) 2.64 (6)
1.13

13.43 (13)
5.89

11.9 (9)
2.53

48.5 (9)
24.9

3.23 (11)
1.19

Embroidery and 
Bead Work (12)

2.38 (2)
0.530

9.86 (9)
2.59

9.9 (9)
1.38

43.3 (9)
14.1

2.79 (11)
0.745

Glove Making (22) 2.15 (7)
0.473

9.28 (18)
3.69

9.23 (13)
2.08

45.0 (11)
14.5

3.01 (12)
0.780

W&C 
Underclothing (30)

2.78 (12)
1.50

12.26 (25)
6.18

10.6 (14)
2.86

48.6 (15)
14.0

3.10 (16)
0.904
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Table 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage RatesTable 7: 1908 Earnings, Hours and Wage Rates

Marital Status/
Trade

Daily 
Earnings s.

Weekly 
Earnings s.

Daily 
Hours

Weekly 
Hours

Wage 
Rate d/h

Mantle Making (15) 3.0 (5)
1.74

12.08 (12)
6.05

12 (2)
0

36.7 (11)
9.9

4.54 (12)
3.94)

Match Boxes (24) 0.93 (16)
0.321

5.48 (22)
1.87

11.1 (10)
4.99

48.9 (17)
16.0

1.32 (17)
0.381

Millinery (5) 1.78 (3)
1.18

10.5 (3)
8.53

5.75 (2)
4.60

27.3 (3)
10.1

4.03 (4)
2.98

Shirt Making (43) 2.02 (19)
1.44

8.20 (35)
6.01

9.5 (15) 40.8 (29)
19.9

2.66 (32)
1.24

Shoes and Shoe 
Beading (19)

1.98 (5)
0.358

8.14 (14)
2.30

13.5 (9)
4.56

41.5 (8)
18.9

2.75 (10)
1.30

Ties and Belts (10) 2.5 (2)
1.41

8.58 (9)
2.87

10.9 (5)
1.88

34.5 (8)
12.13

3.13 (8)
1.21

Trousers and 
Coats (53)

1.45 (30)
0.713

6.81 (49)
3.60

11.7 (19)
3.49

42.5 (44)
20.2

2.13 (44)
1.02

Waistcoat Making 
(23)

4.5 (17)
2.07

18.3 (21)
8.32

10.1 (12)
3.20

43.2 (20)
18.3

5.46 (21)
2.35

Miscellaneous (18) 1.48 (7)
0.465

7.87 (18)
2.93

10.9 (8)
3.93

53.5 (9)
25.7

2.66 (9)
1.59

Note: In each cell, Mean (# Observations), with St. Dev. below

41



Table 8: Weekly wage rates in the clothing trades in the 1906 wage censusTable 8: Weekly wage rates in the clothing trades in the 1906 wage censusTable 8: Weekly wage rates in the clothing trades in the 1906 wage censusTable 8: Weekly wage rates in the clothing trades in the 1906 wage censusTable 8: Weekly wage rates in the clothing trades in the 1906 wage censusTable 8: Weekly wage rates in the clothing trades in the 1906 wage census

Tailoring 
Bespoke 

Tailoring 
Ready-made 

Shirt, blouse, 
underclothing 

Dress, 
millinery -- 
workshop 

Dress, 
millinery -- 

factory 
Weekly wage Approximate percentage of adult females in each wage category Approximate percentage of adult females in each wage category Approximate percentage of adult females in each wage category Approximate percentage of adult females in each wage category Approximate percentage of adult females in each wage category 

under 10s. 15.4 24.0 22.2 28.0 12.6

10-14s. 42.4 46.6 46.0 36.2 39.5

15-19s. 29.3 22.5 23.5 21.1 30.5

20-24s. 10.3 5.5 6.1 8.4 11.4

25-29s. 1.6 1.1 1.4 2.6 3.5

30s. and over 1.0 0.3 0.8 3.7 2.5

Average 
Wage 14.17s. 12.92s. 13.33s. 13.83s. 15.42s.

Women N= 4245 11,372 22,339 25,921 5803
Average Male 

Wage 33.5s. 31.92s. 29.83s. 50.92s. 31.67s.

Men N= 7010 3411 1801 98 558
Source: Board of Trade Enquiry into Earnings and Hours of Labour of the Workpeople of the United 
Kingdom – Clothing Trades in 1906 (PP1909 LXXX)
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Table 9: Household Characteristics 1908Table 9: Household Characteristics 1908Table 9: Household Characteristics 1908Table 9: Household Characteristics 1908Table 9: Household Characteristics 1908Table 9: Household Characteristics 1908Table 9: Household Characteristics 1908

Children 
Average
# Given

Training 
Mentioned

(Y)

Health 
Issues

(Y)

Resp/
Comf

(Y)

Clean/
Good

(Y)

Dirty/
Poor
(Y)

All (446) 3.3 (203) 144 96 87 124 35

Single (66) 4 (10) 32 15 22 13 1

Married (202) 3.3 (150) 66 48 43 79 30

Widow (73) 3.3 (34) 24 19 7 22 3

Unknown (105) 2.4 (9) 22 14 15 10 1
Number of observations in parentheses.
See text for explanation of Health Issues, Res/Comf, Clean/Good and Dirty/Poor designations.
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Table 10: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1908Table 10: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1908Table 10: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1908Table 10: Husbandsʼ Work Status and Occupations 1908

Deserted/
Separated

Working/
Occupation

Out of Work/Sick/
Irreg/Casual

Husbands (202) 6 83 116

Occupations Listed:Occupations Listed:Occupations Listed:Occupations Listed:

Labourer (22) Bottle Washer Furnaceman Packer

Carman (8) Builderʼs Labourer Glass Trade Painterʼs Labourer

Dock Labourer (5) Canvasser in Coal Glass Beveller Pallaise Maker

Painter (4) Carpenter Greengrocer Picture Frames

Railway Worker (4) Carter Hawker Plumber

Boot & Shoe (3) Caskwasher House Decorator Plumberʼs Assistant

Box Making (2) Cellarman Hat Trade Porcelain Seller

Builder (2) Cigar Maker Last Maker Porter

Cabinet Maker (2) Coachman Looking Glasses Post Office

Mechanic (2) Coppersmith Mat Making Potman

Shoemaker (2) Couch Maker Match Box Maker Printerʼs Driver

Artificial Flowers Electric Line Meat Market Tailor

in Arsenal Engine Minder Night Watchman Waiter

Baker Engineer Odd Jobs Warehouseman

Basket Maker Engineerʼs Fitter Tram Worker Works for Borough

Blacksmith French Polisher Omnibus Driver
Total number in parentheses; total=1 if no number given
See text for explanation of Working/Occupation and Out of Work/Sick/Irreg/Casual designations.
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Table 11: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1908Table 11: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1908Table 11: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1908Table 11: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1908Table 11: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1908Table 11: Earnings, Hours and Wage Rate Comparisons 1908

Daily 
Earnings s.

Weekly 
Earnings s.

Daily 
Hours

Weekly 
Hours

Wage 
Rate d/h

Health Issues Y 1.69 (43)
1.01

7.96 (85)
4.52

11.7 (39)
3.64

46.7 (57)
18.1

2.30 (60)
1.28

Health Issues N 2.08 (143)
1.50

8.95 (293)
5.52

10.3 (132)
3.27

42.6 (204)
16.7

2.85 (218)
1.80

Respectable/   
Comfortable Y

2.73 (37)
1.93

11.06 (68)
7.04

11.4 (30)
2.88

44.7 (47)
18.5

3.17 (50)
1.80

Respectable/   
Comfortable N

1.80 (149)
1.19

8.21 (310)
4.73

10.4 (141)
3.48

43.2 (214)
16.8

2.63 (228)
1.69

Clean/Tidy/Good 
Condition Y

1.83 (42)
1.49

8.3 (105)
4.98

10.2 (35)
2.87

41.6 (61)
15.2

2.60 (66)
1.40

Clean/Tidy/Good 
Condition N

2.03 (144)
1.39

8.89 (273)
5.45

10.7 (136)
3.52

44.0 (200)
17.6

2.77 (212)
1.81

Dirty/Rough/
Poor Y

1.08 (15)
0.651

7.10 (29)
3.15

9.3 (11)
3.86

43.1 (20)
16.3

2.02 (21)
1.21

Dirty/Rough/
Poor N

2.07 (171)
1.44

8.86 (349)
5.44

10.7 (160)
3.36

43.5 (241)
17.2

2.79 (257)
1.74

Husband 
Working 

1.93 (24)
1.35

7.01 (69)
3.66

8.3 (14)
2.97

33.3 (38)
12.1

2.90 (44)
1.45

Husband OW/S/
Irr/Cas

1.55 (59)
0.961

7.21 (104)
3.87

11.2 (45)
4.11

45.4 (75)
18.6

2.17 (77)
1.12

Married Children 
Y

1.56 (61)
1.03

6.89 (134)
3.43

10.4 (44)
3.86

40.4 (86)
17.3

2.37 (89)
1.17

Married Children 
N

1.98 (23)
1.22

8.04 (40)
4.73

10.9 (15)
4.70

43.9 (28)
18.5

2.69 (34)
1.58

Widow Children 
Y

1.60 (20)
0.683

7.24 (29)
2.74

11.6 (14)
4.03

46.0 (21)
14.7

2.04 (23)
0.906

Widow Children 
N

1.16 (15)
0.652

6.10 (34)
3.57

12.8 (10)
2.39

42.4 (22)
22.2

1.92 (23)
0.865

Note: In each cell, Mean (# Observations), with St. Dev. below
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Table 12: OLS Estimates of Weekly Hours 1908Table 12: OLS Estimates of Weekly Hours 1908Table 12: OLS Estimates of Weekly Hours 1908Table 12: OLS Estimates of Weekly Hours 1908Table 12: OLS Estimates of Weekly Hours 1908Table 12: OLS Estimates of Weekly Hours 1908Table 12: OLS Estimates of Weekly Hours 1908

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Wage d/h -2.666 -3.266 -3.835 -3.029 -3.059 -3.691Wage d/h
(0.593)*** (0.618)*** (0.744)*** (0.611)*** (0.613)*** (0.735)***

Husband OSIC 10.342 10.287 9.803Husband OSIC
(3.161)*** (3.166)*** (3.287)***

Children Y/N -1.649 -0.404Children Y/N
(2.407) (2.527)

Single 3.308 5.675 3.380 3.393 5.665Single 
(3.243) (3.429)* (3.183) (3.186) (3.383)*

Married -6.342 -4.009 -12.879 -11.845 -10.064Married 
(2.649)** (3.014) (3.279)*** (3.613)*** (3.865)***

Widow -4.809 -2.176 -4.441 -3.895 -1.859Widow
(3.355) (3.658) (3.295) (3.393) (3.646)

Trade Controls N N Y N N Y

Constant 50.670 55.321 58.620 54.492 54.809 57.059Constant
(1.901)*** (2.985)*** (10.110)*** (2.941)*** (2.980)*** (10.049)***

Observations 261 261 261 261 261 261

R-squared 0.07 0.12 0.18 0.15 0.15 0.21

Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%

Note: Dependent variable = number of hours worked per week.
Wage rate is given in pence per hour.
Husband OSIC indicates whether the husband was noted as out of work, sick, or in irregular or 
casual labor.
Excluded category in relation to Single, Married, Widow is Unknown.
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Table 13: Determinants of Wage Rates 1908,  OLS Table 13: Determinants of Wage Rates 1908,  OLS Table 13: Determinants of Wage Rates 1908,  OLS Table 13: Determinants of Wage Rates 1908,  OLS Table 13: Determinants of Wage Rates 1908,  OLS Table 13: Determinants of Wage Rates 1908,  OLS Table 13: Determinants of Wage Rates 1908,  OLS 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Health Issues -0.322 -0.0930Health Issues
(0.242) (0.214)

Health (other) -0.0713 -0.259 -0.0310 -0.212Health (other)
(0.393) (0.342) (0.390) (0.343)

Health (hers) -0.414 -0.0158 -0.309 -0.00458Health (hers)
(0.295) (0.266) (0.293) (0.265)

Husband OSIC -0.703** -0.376 -0.725** -0.363 -0.671** -0.326Husband OSIC
(0.307) (0.273) (0.308) (0.274) (0.306) (0.275)

Apprentice -- long 1.355*** 0.899**Apprentice -- long
(0.402) (0.418)

Apprentice -- short -0.0577 -0.174Apprentice -- short
(0.345) (0.318)

Informal training -0.308 -0.417Informal training
(0.352) (0.318)

Prior factory work 0.0308 0.173Prior factory work
(0.415) (0.372)

Single -0.294 -0.0787 -0.295 -0.0842 -0.286 0.00460Single 
(0.317) (0.290) (0.318) (0.290) (0.317) (0.293)

Married -0.533* -0.182 -0.558* -0.160 -0.380 -0.0834Married 
(0.313) (0.294) (0.315) (0.297) (0.317) (0.300)

Widow -1.456*** -0.661** -1.460*** -0.663** -1.243*** -0.574*Widow
(0.314) (0.297) (0.314) (0.297) (0.317) (0.299)

Trade Controls N Y N Y N Y

Constant 3.515*** 4.116*** 3.522*** 4.105*** 3.311*** 4.171***Constant
(0.204) (0.711) (0.205) (0.712) (0.214) (0.711)

Observations 278 278 278 278 278 278

R-squared 0.123 0.396 0.123 0.396 0.163 0.414

Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%

Note: See text for explanation of Health Issues, Health (other), Health (hers), and the 
apprenticeship and training variables.
Husband OSIC indicates whether the husband was noted as out of work, sick, or in irregular or 
casual labor.
Excluded category in relation to Single, Married, Widow is Unknown.

47



Table 14: Households Above and Below 
Rowntreeʼs 1899 “Standard” Poverty Line, 1908

Table 14: Households Above and Below 
Rowntreeʼs 1899 “Standard” Poverty Line, 1908

Table 14: Households Above and Below 
Rowntreeʼs 1899 “Standard” Poverty Line, 1908

Relation to Poverty Line Total Household Income Subtracting Female 
Workerʼs Earnings

Number of HouseholdsNumber of Households

+ 20s. and over 9 1

+ 16s. to 20s. 9 3

+ 12s. to 16s. 11 2

+ 10s. to 12s. 8 1

+ 8s. to 10s. 9 2

+ 6s. to 8s. 9 3

+ 4s. to 6s. 12 4

+ 2s. to 4s. 15 4

+ 0s. to 2s. 13 6

− 0s. to 2s. 21 9

− 2s. to 4s. 17 6

− 4s. to 6s. 13 14

− 6s. to 8s. 12 56

− 8s. to 10s. 7 9

− 10s. to 12s. 10 10

− 12s. and less 10 54

Above, but within 4s. 18 (9.8%) 10 (5.4%)

Below, but within 4s. 38 (20.7%) 15 (8.2%)

Total Households 184 184

Total in Poverty 90 (48.9%) 158 (85.9%)

Average Poverty Gap 5.7s. 9.7s.
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Table 15: Weekly Hours of Work and Poor Relief 1908, OLSTable 15: Weekly Hours of Work and Poor Relief 1908, OLSTable 15: Weekly Hours of Work and Poor Relief 1908, OLSTable 15: Weekly Hours of Work and Poor Relief 1908, OLS

(1) (2) (3)

Wage Rate -3.381 -3.935 -3.792Wage Rate
(0.618)*** (0.744)*** (0.733)***

Poor Relief Y/N -7.700 -7.253 -7.290Poor Relief Y/N
(4.047)* (4.289)* (4.218)*

Husband OSIC 9.835Husband OSIC
(3.266)***

Trade Controls N Y Y

Marital Status Controls Y Y Y

Constant 56.219 61.554 59.822Constant
(3.007)*** (10.220)*** (10.067)***

Observations 261 261 261

R-squared 0.13 0.19 0.22

Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Standard errors in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%

Note: Dependent variable = number of hours worked per day.
Wage rate is given in pence per hour.
Husband OSIC indicates whether the husband was noted as out of work, sick, or in irregular or 
casual labor.
Excluded category in marital status controls is Unknown.
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