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Mary MacKinnon is known for her important research on Canadian economic history.  

However, her1984 Oxford D. Phil. Thesis, which won the Economic History Association’s 

Gerschenkron Prize in 1985, was on Poverty and Policy: The English Poor Law 1860-1910.  

Mary’s thesis and published papers on the Poor Law represent a major addition to the literature 

on the economics of poor relief and more generally on the living standards of the poor in 

Victorian England.  While the Webbs and most subsequent historians maintained that little could 

be learned from published Poor Law statistics, Mary disagreed.  In the introductory chapter to 

her thesis she wrote: “It is my contention that Poor Law data is of far higher quality than is often 

believed, and that reliable and comparable statistics, classified into meaningful categories, are 

available . . . for the entire period” from 1860 to 1910 (1984: 75).   Mary used the annual data 

collected by the Poor Law Board and Local Government Board creatively to increase our 

understanding of the economic effects of the dramatic shift in Poor Law policy in the 1870s 

known as the Crusade Against Outrelief and of the changing “labor market conditions for 

unskilled, casual, and agricultural laborers” in late Victorian and Edwardian England (1986b: 

501).   

In this paper I examine an issue that Mary addressed, but did not examine in detail—the 

role played by the Poor Law in assisting the aged in Victorian England.  Following her 

conclusion that it is possible to use data on non-able-bodied paupers to estimate the number of 

aged relief recipients, I calculate annual old age pauperism rates from 1861 to 1908, the year the 

Old Age Pension Act was adopted, for England as a whole and for each of its ten registration 

divisions.  With the newly constructed data set, I address several issues discussed by Mary.  

What was the trend in old age pauperism from the 1860s up to 1908?  How did the Crusade 

Against Outrelief in the 1870s effect the number of old people assisted by the Poor Law, and the 

methods used to relieve them?  Were the gender differences in old age pauperism the result of 
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economic forces or social and institutional forces?   

Mary emphasized that there were “pronounced regional differences in the operation of 

the poor law” (1988: 14).  I find that old age pauperism rates differed substantially across 

registration divisions and were in general higher in the south than the north of England.  Are 

there economic explanations for these regional differences?  Were there differences in relief 

administration or welfare cultures between northern and southern England?  The paper concludes 

by examining the reasons for the stagnation of elderly pauperism rates prior to the adoption of 

the Old Age Pension Act. 

The material living standards of English workers increased substantially during the 

second half of the nineteenth century.  Many contemporaries maintained that, as a result of 

workers’ increasing incomes, poverty was no longer a major issue in late Victorian England.  

The official government statistics on pauperism seem to support this conclusion.  From 1859-62 

to 1900-6, the share of the population of England and Wales receiving poor relief fell from 4.2% 

to 2.2% (Williams 1981: 158-62).  However, when the data on pauperism rates are broken down 

by age, they tell a far different story.  In 1871 more than one-third of persons aged 65 and older 

were in receipt of poor relief at some point over a 12-month period.  The Crusade against 

Outrelief led to a decline in the number of aged paupers in the 1870s, and pauperism rates 

continued to decline, albeit at a slower rate, after 1881.  From 1891 to 1908, however, the old 

age pauperism rate remained roughly constant, and in 1908 a quarter of persons 65 and older 

received poor relief.  Despite the sharp increase in the average full-time earnings of prime-age 

workers, many households where the breadwinner was too old to work, or at least to work full 

time, continued to require help from the Poor Law.   
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I. The Extent of Pauperism among the Aged, 1861-1908 

Modern scholars do not agree on the extent to which old people relied on the Poor Law 

for assistance in Victorian England.  Sociologist Peter Townsend (1981) asserted that the 

“structured dependency” of the elderly largely is a post-welfare state phenomenon.  Pat Thane 

(1983: 191) maintained that when the aged were no longer able to work “they were cared for by 

their families;” those who either had no family or whose family could not afford to support them 

turned to private charity; “only in the last resort when no charity existed was poor relief given in 

or outside the workhouse.”  On the other hand, David Thomson (1984a; 1986: 370) concluded 

that “during much of the nineteenth century a clear majority of all women aged 70 or more in 

England and Wales, married, widowed, or single, were regular pensioners of the Poor Law. . . . 

Slightly less than one-half of all men aged 70 or more, together with substantial minorities of 

both men and women in their sixties, were also regular Poor Law pensioners in receipt of weekly 

allowances.”  Thomson’s estimates are based on a limited number of (mainly southern rural) 

parishes, and Hunt (1989) claimed that they overestimate the share of the aged who received 

weekly pensions in England as a whole.   

The debate over the role played by the Poor Law in assisting the elderly has been fueled 

by a lack of data.  The Poor Law Board and its successor the Local Government Board did not 

collect statistics on the number of aged paupers before 1890.  Government officials throughout 

most of the nineteenth century were more concerned with “the far more controversial nature of 

male able-bodied pauperism” than with the elderly.  Interest in the aged poor increased in the 

1890s “largely as a result of the debate on old age pensions,” and statistics on the number of 

paupers aged 65 and older are available for several years between 1890 and 1906 (MacKinnon 

1988: 2; 1984: 103).   

It is useful to begin by examining the official statistics on old age paupers collected by 
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the pauper censuses conducted in 1890-2 and 1906.  The first precise estimate of elderly 

pauperism is “Burt’s return,” which gives the number of old age paupers on August 1, 1890.1 

Table 1 shows the pauperism rate for men and women aged 60 and older.  Pauperism increased 

with age, rising from 5.3% for individuals aged 60-5 to 10.9% for those 65-70, 18.6% for those 

70-5, and 30.0% for those 80 and older.  Overall, 13.4% of persons aged 60 and older, 17.9% of 

persons 65 and older, and 23.0% of persons 70 and older received poor relief on August 1, 1890.  

For each age group, pauperism rates were higher for females than for males, while a larger share 

of males were relieved in workhouses.   

The data in Table 1, based on a one day count of the number of paupers, significantly 

understates the number of old people who received relief at some point over a 12-month period.  

C. T. Ritchie, President of the Local Government Board, constructed a 12-month count of the 

number of paupers from March 1891 to March 1892 for three age groups: those under 16, 16-64, 

and 65 and older.2  Table 2(a) shows a summary of “Ritchie’s return,” and compares pauperism 

rates on January 1, 1892 with rates constructed from the 12-month count.   

Two results stand out.  First, the pauperism rate for persons 65 and older was far greater 

than the overall pauperism rate or the rate for children or prime age adults.  On January 1, 1892, 

19.5% of persons 65 and older were in receipt of poor relief, as compared to 1.2% of persons 

aged 16-64.   Second, the share of persons 65 and older who received relief during the 12-month 

period was 29.3%, an amount 50% greater than the share relieved on January 1.  That is, not all 

aged paupers received assistance week in and week out—many were able to work enough to 

maintain themselves for part of the year.   

Table 2(b) reports pauperism rates for persons 65 and older in 1891-2 for each English 

                                                            
1 The data collected by Burt are in Return . . . of paupers over sixty (P.P. 1890-1, LXVIII: 566-7). 
2 The data collected by Ritchie are in Return . . . of paupers over sixty-five (P.P. 1892, LXVIII: 621-31). 
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registration division.3  The pauperism rate on January 1, 1892 varied from a low of 13.6% in the 

North West to a high of 23.8% in the South West; the 12-month pauperism rate ranged from 

20.4% in the North to 35.3% in London.  The three northern divisions—North West, Yorkshire, 

and North—had the lowest pauperism rates by either measure, while the highest rates were in the 

South West, East, South Midlands, and London.   

The 12-month count reported in Table 2 excludes persons who received only outdoor 

medical relief.4  Still, some of those included received relief only for short periods of time.  

Whether or not they should be counted when constructing pauperism rates depends on the 

question that one is addressing.  The day count gives a good idea of the number of “permanent” 

paupers—those who received relief week in and week out.  The 12-month count includes those 

old persons who were living right at the margin.  They were able to subsist on their own much of 

the time, but needed to apply for relief now and then, for instance in winter when they were less 

likely to find employment.  C. S. Loch (1894: 472) and members of the Charity Organization 

Society maintained that the 12-month count, by giving equal weight to permanent and temporary 

pauperism, exaggerated the extent of pauperism among the aged.  Other contemporaries 

disagreed.  Charles Booth (1899: 213-14) argued that the day count “disguises the extent of 

pauperisation,” and added that the “wide margin” between the two counts “gives some . . . idea 

of the mass of poverty which lies continually on the verge of pauperism.”  In her thesis, Mary 

noted Loch’s objections to the 12-month count, but concluded: “it is important to remember that 

occasional relief could play as important a part in assisting the destitute in a time of crisis as did 
                                                            
3 The decennial census divided England into ten registration divisions.  The Poor Law Board and its 
successor the Local Government Board reported data on the number of poor relief recipients at the Poor 
Law union, county, and registration division level of aggregation.  The registration divisions are not 
ideally defined for our purposes, but any attempt to redefine regions would require a large amount of 
effort.  Mary reported pauperism data at the registration division level, and I have done the same here. 
4 In 1891-2, approximately 25,000 persons aged 65 and older received only outdoor medical relief.  This 
represents 6.7% of the total number of persons 65 and older relieved during the 12-month period. 
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permanent relief” (1984: 122).5 

Another census of paupers was conducted on March 31, 1906, the eve of the adoption of 

the Old Age Pension Act.  Table 3 shows the pauperism rates for persons 65 and older for each 

English registration division on that date.  The pauperism rate for England and Wales was 19.9%, 

virtually identical to that for January 1, 1892.  Pauperism rates were lowest in the three northern 

divisions, and highest in the East and London.  However, the size of the north/south differential 

declined from 1892 to 1906, as pauperism rates fell in all southern divisions outside of London, 

and increased in the Midlands and the three northern divisions.  Indeed, by 1906 old age 

pauperism rates were as high or higher in the North Midlands and West Midlands as in the South 

Midlands, South West, and South East.  As in 1892, a larger share of old women than old men 

received poor relief.   

Tables 2 and 3 also report the share of aged paupers relieved in workhouses.  The data for 

1892 are for paupers aged 65 and older, while the 1906 data are for paupers 60 and older.  A 

large part of the difference in share relieved indoors between 1892 and 1906 is due to the fact 

that persons aged 60-65 were more likely to be offered workhouse relief than were those 65 and 

older.  The use of the workhouse varied substantially across registration divisions, and was 

closely related to the extent of urbanization.  In both 1892 and 1906, the share relieved in 

workhouses was far higher in London than elsewhere, followed by the industrial North West, and 

was lowest in the more rural South West, North Midlands, East, and South Midlands.   For each 

registration division in both years, the share of old men relieved in workhouses greatly exceeded 

                                                            
5 Mary admitted that “Loch’s criticisms [of the 1891-2 year count of paupers] do have some force for 
London” (1984: 121).  London’s ratio of paupers relieved over 12 months to paupers relieved on one day 
is suspiciously high, due in large part to duplicate entries for paupers who were assisted in more than one 
London workhouse over the year.  If the ratio for London is set equal to that for the largely urban North 
West (1.591), which seems reasonable, then London’s 12-month pauperism rate would be 31.0%, still 
higher than any other English registration division. 
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the share of women relieved indoors.  

From 1857 to 1912, the Poor Law Board/Local Government Board annually reported 

statistics on the number of persons receiving poor relief on two days a year, January 1 and July 1.  

The categories included in the annual returns are, for both indoor and outdoor paupers, adult 

able-bodied males and females and their children, and non-able-bodied adult males, females, and 

children, including orphans.  Statistics on aged paupers are not reported, but Mary maintained 

that it was possible to estimate the number of old age paupers using the published statistics on 

non-able-bodied paupers.  She compared the number of aged persons receiving relief with the 

number of non-able-bodied paupers in 1890, 1899, 1900, and 1906, and concluded that “not-

able-bodied and old-age pauperism can be used as interchangeable terms. . . . the ratio of paupers 

over sixty, sixty-five, or seventy to [all] not-able-bodied paupers . . . was nearly constant 

between 1890 and 1906” (1988: 9).  She added that, “unless there was a substantial (unrecorded) 

shift in the way the aged were classified before 1906, it seems reasonable” to assume that these 

ratios held back to 1860 (1984: 103, 105).6   

Charles Booth (1899) and C. S. Loch (1894) also constructed estimates of the number of 

aged paupers in late Victorian England using data on non-able-bodied paupers.  Loch, like Mary, 

assumed that the ratio of old paupers to non-able-bodied paupers remained constant from the 

1850s to 1891.  Booth assumed that the ratio changed over time.  He constructed two estimates 

of the number of paupers aged 65 and older from 1851 to 1891.  The first assumed that the 

number of non-able-bodied paupers aged 16-65 decreased “proportionately to the able-bodied of 

same ages” (1899: 218-19).  The second calculated the number of paupers 65 and older as the 

                                                            
6 Mary concluded that “the level of old-age (over sixty) pauperism can thus be approximately estimated 
by multiplying the level of not-able-bodied pauperism by .8” (1988: 9).  David Thomson (1980: 4) 
reached a similar conclusion.  In this paper, I use a different conversion ratio to estimate the number of 
old age paupers aged 65 and older. 
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mean of the number obtained from the first estimate and that obtained from assuming a constant 

percentage.  Booth’s first calculation yielded a ratio of paupers 65 and older to non-able-bodied 

paupers that declined from 0.75 in 1891 to 0.64 in 1861; the second or “mean” calculation 

yielded a ratio that declined from 0.75 in 1891 to 0.69 in 1861. 

I use the technique outlined by Mary to estimate the number of paupers 65 and older from 

1861 to 1908.  My choice of age 65 as the cutoff (as opposed to 60 or 70) follows Booth (1899: 

216), who argued that “it is precisely at and after sixty-five that the great increase in pauperism is 

seen.”  I begin by calculating the ratio of paupers aged 65 and older to non-able-bodied paupers 

for 1890 using data from Burt’s return for August 1and the official statistics for July 1, and for 

January 1, 1892 using data from Ritchie’s return and the official statistics.  The ratio equals 

0.700 for 1890 and 0.754 for 1892.7  I then construct two estimates of the number of paupers 

aged 65 and older for the years 1861 to 1908.  The first is obtained by multiplying the number of 

non-able-bodied paupers on January 1 of each year by 0.725.  The second estimate assumes that 

the ratio of 0.725 holds for 1881-1908, then declines by 0.0075 each year from 1881 to 1871, 

when it is equal to 0.65, and then remains equal to 0.65 for 1861-71.  This estimate represents a 

compromise between the methods suggested by Booth and Mary.  It takes account of the changes 

that occurred in the makeup of the pauper host in the 1870s as a result of the Crusade Against 

Outrelief, but assumes that the ratio of old age paupers to non-able-bodied paupers remained 

constant during the period before and after the Crusade.  I prefer this estimate, and report the 

results obtained from it in Tables 4 and 6 and Figure 1. 

Table 4 shows the estimated pauperism rates for persons aged 65 and older for each 

                                                            
7 For 1890, the ratio equals 0.707 for males and 0.697 for females.  A similar calculation for 1906, using 
data from the pauper census of March 31 and the official returns for January 1, yields an overall ratio of 
0.733, and ratios of 0.725 for males and 0.738 for females.  The ratios are calculated for England and 
Wales. 
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registration division for the census years 1861 to 1901 and 1908 based on the January day counts 

of non-able-bodied paupers, while Figure 1 presents annual pauperism rates for 1861 to 1908.  In 

1861, the one-day pauperism rate ranged from 19.4% in Yorkshire to 33.8% in the South 

Midlands—it exceeded 30% in three southern divisions and was below 25% in the three northern 

divisions.  The trends in pauperism from 1861 to 1891were similar for all divisions outside of 

London—rates remained roughly constant from 1861 to 1871 and then declined over the 

following two decades.  From 1891 to 1908, pauperism declined slightly in some divisions and 

increased slightly in others.  Over the entire period from 1861 to 1908, pauperism declined in all 

divisions—the extent of the decline was smallest in the North Midlands and London and largest 

in the South Midlands, South West, and South East.   

The largest decadal decline in pauperism, for all divisions except Yorkshire, occurred 

during the 1870s. The divisions most affected were the South Midlands, East, and South East, 

which witnessed declines in pauperism of 8.2-8.5 percentage points.  The decline in pauperism 

during the 1870s becomes even larger if it is assumed that the ratio of old age paupers to non-

able-bodied paupers remained constant at 0.725 throughout the decade.  Under this assumption, 

the old age pauperism rate declined by between 12.3 percentage points in the South Midlands 

and 4.7 percentage points in Yorkshire.   

Some of the decline in old age pauperism during the 1870s was a result of improvements 

in workers’ wages, and thus in their ability to provide for old age, but a large part was caused by 

a major change in the administration of the Poor Law, known as the Crusade Against Outrelief.  

Encouraged by the Local Government Board (LGB), in the early 1870s Poor Law unions 

throughout England curtailed outdoor relief for all types of paupers, but especially for able-

bodied males and the elderly (MacKinnon 1987: 604).  The LGB, along with the newly-formed 

Charity Organization Society, maintained that restricting outdoor relief and offering the poor 



10 

 

assistance in workhouses would reduce the relief rolls, because many of those offered indoor 

relief would refuse it.  MacKinnon (1987) found that the share of paupers relieved indoors had a 

substantial deterrent effect on the overall pauperism rate for Poor Law unions in 1868-9.  Since 

many of the elderly had few alternative sources of income, they would have been less able to 

refuse workhouse relief than were younger applicants.   

The effect of the Crusade on the methods used to relieve old age paupers can be seen in 

Table 5 and Figure 2, which show the share of paupers aged 65 and older who were relieved in 

workhouses.  This increased in all registration divisions in the 1870s; the increase was especially 

pronounced in London and the North West, the most urban divisions.  More males than females 

were relieved in workhouses in all divisions in 1871, but the male-female differential in the share 

given indoor relief became even more pronounced during the 1870s.   

The pauperism rates in Table 4 are based on one-day counts of persons on relief.  Table 6 

presents estimates of the share of persons 65 and older who received poor relief at some point 

during a year, calculated by multiplying the day-count by the ratio of the 12-month count to the 

day count for 1891-2 for each registration division (see Appendix Table 1).8  In constructing 

these estimates, I have assumed that the ratio remained constant from 1861 to 1908.9  In 1871, on 

the eve of the Crusade Against Outrelief, more than one-third of individuals 65 and older were in 

receipt of poor relief in seven registration divisions—the pauperism rate ranged from a high of 

44.4% in London to a low of 29.9% in Yorkshire.  In 1908, the share in receipt of poor relief 

                                                            
8 As noted in Footnote 6, the ratio of the 12-month count to the day count of aged paupers for London in 
1891-2 is far larger than the ratio for any other district, and contemporaries and Mary maintained that it 
overestimated the extent of London pauperism.  In the data for London in Table 6, I have set the ratios for 
London equal to those for the North West. 
9 My assumption that the ratio of the 12-month count to the day count remained constant during the 
second half of the nineteenth century follows Lees (1998: 180-1), who estimated the total number of 
paupers in England and Wales from 1840 to 1900 by inflating the official statistics by 2.24, the ratio of 
the 12-month count to the day count for paupers of all ages in 1891-2.   
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ranged from 36.8% in London to 20.9% in the South East.  For England as a whole, 38.4% of 

persons 65 and older received poor relief in 1871, falling to 25.9% in 1908.  

The Poor Law was an institution meant exclusively for the working class—no one from 

the middle or upper classes applied for poor relief.  Following Booth and Mary (1984: 328), I 

assume that 70% of persons 65 and older were from the working class.  In 1871 a majority of 

aged working-class individuals in southern England received poor relief, either in the form of a 

permanent pension or occasional assistance.  Working-class pauperism rates were somewhat 

lower in the northern divisions, but exceeded 40% throughout England (see Appendix Table 2).  

A majority of working-class women 65 and older received poor relief in every division except 

Yorkshire, while a majority of aged working-class men received relief in London and the South 

Midlands.  Pauperism rates declined after 1871, but remained surprisingly high up to the 

adoption of the Old Age Pension Act in 1908, when more than one-third of working-class 

persons 65 and older were in receipt of poor relief in six of the ten registration divisions.  These 

results are for a 12-month period; the share of persons who received relief at some point after 

their sixty-fifth birthday would have been even larger. 

Mary maintained that the Crusade Against Outrelief reduced the number of outdoor relief 

recipients but had little effect on the number relieved in workhouses.  She estimated that if the 

Crusade had not occurred “some 200,000 more old people would have been on outdoor relief in 

1900” (1984: 327-8).  The number of persons 65 and older who received poor relief during the 

year 1906 was about 427,000.10  Adding 200,000 persons to this total suggests that 56% of 

working-class individuals aged 65 and older would have been in receipt of relief in 1906 in the 

absence of the Crusade Against Outrelief. 

                                                            
10 On March 31, 1906, there were 296,966 persons 65 and older on relief.  Multiplying this number by the 
ratio of the 12-month count to the day count for England in 1891-2 (1.438), yields the number in the text. 
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The estimates of old age pauperism rates presented here are quite high, but they are 

supported by other evidence.  Charles Booth concluded from a study of Paddington Poor Law 

union in London that the number of individuals 65 and older who received poor relief at some 

point in the two years beginning on January 1, 1890 was significantly larger than the number 

relieved over a 12-month period, and more than twice the number relieved on January 1, 1892.  

In his testimony before the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, Booth argued that 80% of 

England’s paupers came from “those industrial classes, whose work is never very highly 

remunerated, and who do not exceed 40 per cent. of the population.”  He concluded that of this 

class of workers, “not less than two out of three of those who survive do at some time in their old 

age receive aid from the rates.”11  Canon William Blackley examined the burial registers of 26 

rural parishes in the 1870s and 1880s, and found that 42% of old persons had received poor relief 

“during the closing years of their lives” (Booth 1892: 165). 

The estimates in Tables 1-6, along with Blackley’s and Booth’s findings, indicate that the 

Poor Law continued to play a major role in the lives of working-class individuals in late 

Victorian England despite its increasing stinginess and the increase in workers’ real wages over 

time.  Large scale government assistance for the elderly is not a product of the welfare state; it 

existed at the local level throughout the nineteenth century and earlier.12  The estimates support 

Mary’s conclusion that “at least half [of the working class population who reached adulthood] 

would have been in receipt of relief—either in the workhouse, or more likely at home—at some 

time in their life, mostly as a result of illness, old age, or widowhood” (1984: 223-4).    

                                                            
11 Booth’s comments are in the minutes of evidence taken before the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, 
vol. III (P.P. 1895, XV), QQ. 10,854-59. 

12 There is evidence that a large share of old persons received public assistance in the eighteenth and even 
the late seventeenth centuries.  Smith (1998: 88) concluded from a study of twenty English and Welsh 
parishes between 1670 and 1740 that “a significant minority, and, in some communities, a noteworthy 
majority, of elderly persons” received poor relief, typically in the form of a weekly pension.   
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II.  Coping with the Economic Insecurity of Old Age 

Why were old age pauperism rates so high in Victorian England?  Put another way, why 

didn’t workers provide for their old age, either through savings or membership in a pension- 

providing trade union or friendly society?  Why didn’t the children of those old people who had 

run out of resources take care of their parents? 

It is sometimes argued that the odds of a working-class individual living to age 65 were 

so low that it did not make economic sense for workers to save for their old age.  If this is correct, 

there should have been few persons aged 65 and older in Victorian England.  This was not in fact 

the case.  In 1861, there were 932,000 persons aged 65 and older, rising to 1.19 million in 1881 

and 1.52 million in 1901 (Mitchell 1988: 9, 15).  The share of the population 65 and older was 

4.6% in 1861 and 4.7% in 1901.  A person aged 35-9 in 1861 or 1871 had about a 50% chance of 

surviving to age 65; upon reaching 65, an individual could expect to live another 10-11 years.13   

Mid-Victorian Britain saw the rise of an ethic of respectability and self-help, preached by 

middle class reformers such as Samuel Smiles, and widely accepted by the working class.  In his 

book Self-Help, Smiles (1866 [2002]: 254) argued that workers should set aside money to 

provide for “want of employment, sickness, and death,” and after 1850 they did just that.  The 

number of working-class households with deposits in either a Trustee Savings Bank or the Post 

Office Savings Bank increased by a factor of nine from 1850 to 1900, by which date over 90% of 

households had a savings account (Boyer 2009: 67-71; Johnson 1985: 90-3).  Working-class 

membership in mutual insurance societies also increased sharply in the second half of the 

                                                            
13 This estimate was calculated by comparing the number of 35-9 year olds in 1861 and 1871 with the 
number of 65-9 year olds in 1891 and 1901.  Because most emigrants and immigrants were younger than 
35, this should provide a reasonable estimate of the probability of surviving to the age of 65.  Data are 
from Mitchell (1988: 15).  The life expectancy of a 65 year old male was 10.7 years in 1861 and 10.6 
years in 1901; that of a 65 year old female was 11.6 years in 1861 and 11.8 years in 1901.  Life 
expectancy data are from Preston, Keyfitz, and Schoen (1972: 224, 226, 240, 242). 
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nineteenth century.  In 1891 more than 80% of working class households were members of a 

friendly society, and about 60% of adult male workers were eligible for sickness benefits from 

either a friendly society or trade union (Boyer 2009: 64-7).14  

The above numbers, however, are deceiving.  The share of workers who were eligible for 

“pension” benefits from a friendly society was smaller than the share eligible for sickness 

benefits, and the typical pension benefit was equal to only one-quarter of sickness benefits—

between 2s. 6d. and 3s. per week (Brabrook 1898: 112-3).  These benefits, by themselves, were 

not sufficient to maintain an elderly individual.  Spender (1892: 7) concluded that 10s. per week 

was the minimum expenditure necessary to support an elderly couple; the minimum weekly 

expenditure for an individual aged 65 or older was about 6s. (Boyer and Schmidle 2009: 255).   

Moreover, while most workers had savings accounts, the average balance in these 

accounts was quite small.  Johnson (1985: 103) contends that £50 was “an upper limit for most 

working-class savings bank deposits.”  In 1899, 91% of savings accounts with balances below 

£50 at the Post Office Savings Bank had balances below £25.  The average balance in accounts 

of £25 or less was £4 (Johnson 1985: 101).  An aged individual with £4 in savings, and no other 

sources of income, would be able to subsist for about three months, an aged couple two months. 

Of course, a large share of the aged had other sources of income.  Still, an individual who needed 

to draw on only 1s. in savings per week would exhaust a balance of £4 in just over 18 months. 

Middle-class observers disagreed as to why more workers didn’t provide for their old age.  

Many of those who testified before the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor attributed the high 

rate of old age pauperism to the moral deficiencies of the working class, and in particular to 

                                                            
14 Not all friendly societies provided sickness benefits for their members; some were little more than 
burial clubs.  Johnson (1985: 57) estimated that in 1901 three-quarters of the members of ordinary and 
affiliated friendly societies were in societies that paid sickness benefits.  The share of local society 
members eligible for sickness benefits was somewhat below 75%. 
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drunkenness, thoughtlessness, and lack of thrift and energy.15  Witnesses were especially critical 

of the morals of male workhouse inmates.  For example, James Davy, the General Inspector of 

the Local Government Board, testified that most aged workhouse inmates were failures in life—

some were drunkards, others “have failed from vice, and . . . from slackness, want of backbone, 

which prevents them earning their own living.”16  Canon Blackley and others maintained that the 

generosity of the Poor Law was a major cause of pauperism because the certainty of support in 

old age discouraged “the thrift instinct in the young.”17 

Other witnesses before the Royal Commission attributed the bulk of old age pauperism to 

economic causes, in particular the low wages of certain occupations and “the increasing 

industrial stress, which throws men out of work at a comparatively early age” (Drage 1895: 25-6).  

Joseph Chamberlain, a member of the Commission, maintained that  

“the great bulk of the working classes, during their working lives . . . are fairly 
provident, fairly thrifty, fairly industrious, and fairly temperate. . . . [The poor] 
have less opportunities of thrift than the well-to-do classes, and it is a little too 
much to expect from them . . . the extremely penurious lives which would be 
necessary if they were to make, by their own efforts alone, a sufficient provision 
for old age.”18  
 

Rev. J. Frome Wilkinson stated that “the bulk of unskilled labour, both urban and rural, have 

never been, and are not now, in a sufficiently good economic position to provide for their old 

age.”19  Seven years later, the Report from the Select Committee on Aged Deserving Poor (1899) 

                                                            
15 The moral causes of old age pauperism are summarized by Drage (1895: 18-25).  See also the quotes in 
Johnson (1985: 217-19). 
16 See Davy’s testimony before the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. II (P.P. 1895, XIV), QQ. 
1841-2.  Davy stated that he never found a pauper who at the time of his relief was a teetotaler; he added 
that “teetotalism is not only a form of thrift, but it is an indication of character” (Q. 1843).  One wonders 
how many middle-class teetotalers Davy knew. 
17 Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. III (P.P. 1895, XV), Q. 12,819.  See also the testimony of Mr. 
Hedley and Rev. Wilkinson: Royal Commission, vol. II (P.P. 1895, XIV), Q. 1376-7, Q. 5980. 

18 Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. III (P.P. 1895, XV), QQ. 12,174, 12,182. 
19 Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. II (P.P. 1895, XIV), QQ. 5,840-43. 



16 

 

concluded that, despite “the remarkable development of habits of thrift . . . among the working 

classes in recent times,” large numbers of poor elderly individuals “whose conduct and whose 

whole career has been blameless, industrious, and deserving, find themselves from no fault of 

their own . . . with nothing but the workhouse or inadequate out-door relief, as the refuge for 

their declining years.”20 

Whether for moral or economic reasons, few aged working-class individuals had the 

resources to live entirely on their savings or insurance benefits.  A majority of men continued to 

work past age 65; the labor force participation rate for men aged 65 and older was 73.4% in 1881 

and 60.6% in 1901 (Johnson 1994: 116).  A large share of those employed worked less than full 

time, and the numbers employed, and hours worked, decreased as age increased.  Moreover, 

census occupational data suggest that large numbers of older workers experienced “life-cycle 

deskilling,” shifting to low-skilled and poorly paid jobs as they got older.21   

Those who were unable to support themselves through earnings, savings, or friendly 

society benefits turned to relatives and friends, the Poor Law, or organized private charity for 

assistance.  Most of the elderly in receipt of outdoor relief were not provided with full 

maintenance, but only enough, in combination with other sources of income, to achieve a 

subsistence income.  Local Poor Law officials who testified before the Royal Commission on the 

Aged Poor (1892-4) admitted that the outdoor relief granted was “distinctly inadequate,” and that 

they relied on it being “supplemented from other sources . . . either by offertories or other 

charitable sources, or by gifts from children, relatives, or neighbours, or by such small earnings 

                                                            
20 Report from the Select Committee on Aged Deserving Poor, (P.P. 1899, VIII), p. iv. 

21 In the 1881 to 1911 censuses, men aged 65 and older were highly over-represented in agriculture, 
clothing, and laboring (all low-wage sectors), and under-represented in high-wage sectors such as metals, 
engineering, and chemicals (Johnson 1994: 118).  The term “life-cycle deskilling” was coined by Ransom 
and Sutch (1986: 19).  
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as the recipients are able to gain for themselves.”22   

The typical weekly outdoor relief benefit was between 2s. 6d. and 3s. for single persons, 

and between 4s. and 8s. for married couples.23  These benefits were far below the estimated 6s. 

necessary to support an elderly individual and 10s. necessary to support an elderly couple.  The 

amount given often depended on a person’s other sources of income.  Several officials stated that 

outdoor relief was given in aid of wages, although in some unions no assistance was given to 

elderly people who worked.24 

Two surveys from the 1890s yield information on how the aged coped financially in late 

Victorian England.  In 1899 the Departmental Committee on the Aged Deserving Poor 

conducted a “test census” of persons aged 65 and older in 28 “representative” Poor Law unions 

in England and Wales, in an attempt to ascertain the potential cost of various government 

pension schemes.  Five of the selected unions were located in London, six in large towns 

(including Liverpool and Manchester), three in mining districts, and fourteen in rural districts.  

Table 7 presents data for the 28 unions and the four categories of unions reported by the 

committee.  Overall, 46% of men and 74% of women aged 65 and older had weekly incomes 

from all sources (including assistance from children) of 10s. or less.  Only a third of these low-

income individuals were in receipt of poor relief.25  The share receiving poor relief was similar in 

                                                            
22 Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. II (P.P. 1895, XIV), QQ. 585-99. 
23 For information on weekly benefit levels, see Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vols. II, III (P. P. 
1895, XIV, XV), QQ. 574, 2,039, 2,803, 3,302-3, 5,790, 7,935, 13,777.  Booth (1894: 341) concluded 
from his survey of elderly paupers in rural districts that the average weekly benefit was 2s. 6d. 
24 For evidence that relief was given in aid of wages, see Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vols. II, III 
(P. P. 1895, XIV, XV), QQ. 2,243-5, 2,929, 7,518-22, 13,788, 15,346-7.  For evidence that in some 
unions outdoor relief was not given to persons working, see QQ. 14,215-9. 
25 I assume, as did the Report, that individuals whose income was not stated, but were maintained by 
relatives or others, had weekly incomes of 10s. or less, and that persons for whom no information was 
available had incomes greater than 10s.  See Report of the Departmental Committee of the Aged 
Deserving Poor (P.P. 1900, X), pp. 22-7.   The Report estimated that 27% of all persons aged 65 and 
older surveyed were in receipt of poor relief, other than medical relief.   
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urban and rural unions.  Nearly 60% of men and a quarter of women with incomes of 10s. or less 

reported having earnings, including pension payments.  The share of men reporting earnings was 

especially high in rural unions (68%) and low in mining unions (25%).  On the other hand, 

assistance from children was much lower in rural unions than elsewhere, and everywhere was 

substantially higher for old women than men.  The share of old people with income from savings 

(means) was quite low; the share with income from friendly or other benefit societies was low 

everywhere except in mining unions, and was especially low for women.   

As part of his larger study on The Aged Poor, Charles Booth (1894: 339-52) surveyed 

9,125 individuals aged 65 and older (4,450 men and 4,675 women) living in 262 rural parishes 

located throughout England and Wales.  Table 8 shows the sources of maintenance for those 

surveyed.  For England and Wales as a whole, 22% of those 65 and older received outdoor relief, 

although only 5% relied entirely on the Poor Law.26  Some 13.4% received poor relief along with 

charity or assistance from relatives, and 3.6% relied on a combination of wage earnings and poor 

relief.  Nearly half of those surveyed had some (often quite meager) wage earnings, and slightly 

more than a third had savings (“means”); 55.4% maintained themselves entirely through earnings 

and savings.  Surprisingly, only one-quarter of those surveyed received assistance from relatives.   

The sources of maintenance varied with age and sex.  Nearly two-thirds of men aged 65-

70 had some wage earnings, as compared with 46% of men 70-75, and 19% of men 75 and older.  

Old women of all ages were less likely to work than men.  The share of old people receiving 

poor relief, charity, or assistance from relatives increased with age.  Of men aged 65-70, 5% 

received outdoor relief and 15% charity or help from relatives; of men 75 and older, 27% 

received outdoor relief and 29% charity or help from relatives.  The share of old women 

                                                            
26 Booth’s study does not include those relieved in workhouses, and therefore underestimates the number 
of aged individuals receiving poor relief and the share who relied entirely on the Poor Law.   
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receiving poor relief, charity, or assistance from relatives was higher than that for men; 38% of 

women 75 and older received outdoor relief and 34% charity or help from relatives.27  

Table 8 also shows the differences in the sources of maintenance for five broadly defined 

regions.28  The share of the aged who earned some wage income was surprisingly similar across 

regions, varying from a high of 49% in the North and East to a low of 43% in the West.  There 

were, however, large regional differences in other sources of maintenance—the two extremes 

were the North and the East.  In the North, 46% of the aged had some savings, 63% maintained 

themselves entirely through earnings and savings, and only 13% received outdoor relief.  By 

contrast, in the East 26% of the aged had savings, 49% maintained themselves entirely through 

earnings and savings, and 29% were in receipt of outdoor relief. 

In sum, most aged individuals had income from one or more sources, including: wages, 

savings, friendly society or trade union benefits, or help from children, other relatives, or friends. 

For many, however, income from these sources was less than they needed to subsist, and they 

were forced to turn to the Poor Law for help. 

III. Gender Differences in the Number and Treatment of Paupers 

The data presented in Section I reveal substantial differences both in male and female 

pauperism rates and in the methods of relieving male and female paupers.  The official day-count 

statistics (Tables 1-4) show that old age pauperism rates were higher for women than men in all 

registration divisions except London throughout the period.  The gender differences were largest 

in the more rural regions—the East, South West, and North.  The pauper census of 1891-2 

counted the number of persons 65 and older who received poor relief at some point over the 12-

                                                            
27 The calculations in this paragraph are from data reported by Booth (1894: 346-9). 
28 Booth divided England and Wales into five regions, rather than using the ten English registration 
divisions used by the census and the Local Government Board. 
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month period ending on March 25, 1892.  For all ten registration divisions, the ratio of the 12-

month count to the day count for January 1, 1892 was larger for old men than for old women (see 

Appendix Table 1).  As a result, the differences in male and female 12-month pauperism rates 

reported in Table 6 are smaller than the day-count differences in Table 4.   

The changes in male and female old age pauperism rates over time can be seen in Table 9 

and Figures 3 and 5.29  From 1871 to 1908, the female pauperism rate declined by more than the 

male rate for all ten registration divisions.30  For example, in the South Midlands the male 

pauperism rate declined by 10.5 percentage points from 1871 to 1908 while the female rate 

declined by 19.6 percentage points; in the North West the male pauperism rate declined by 2.2 

percentage points and the female rate declined by 11.1 percentage points.  The decline in both 

male and female pauperism was especially pronounced during the 1870s.   

There were substantial differences in the form of relief offered to men and women—far 

more old men than women were relieved in workhouses throughout the late nineteenth century 

(see Table 5 and Figures 4 and 6).  In 1871 more than 20% of male paupers 65 and older were 

relieved in workhouses in eight registration divisions.  By contrast, only London and the 

Northwest relieved more than 15% of their aged female paupers in workhouses; the other eight 

divisions all relieved fewer than 10% of aged female paupers indoors.  The male-female 

differential became even more pronounced following the Crusade Against Outrelief.  Excluding 

London, the share of men 65 and older relieved in workhouses increased by 12.1 percentage 

points from 1871 to 1881, while the share of old women relieved in workhouses increased by 4.4 

                                                            
29 The data reported in Table 9 were calculated using the day-count pauperism rates in Table 4.  Similar 
results would be obtained from the 12-month count data in Table 5. 
30 For London, the male pauperism rate actually increased by 2.5 percentage points; the female rate 
declined by 9.5 percentage points. 
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percentage points.31  According to the pauper census of January 1, 1892, six registration 

divisions relieved more than one-third of their aged male paupers in workhouses, while only 

three divisions relieved more than 15% of aged female paupers indoors.  Despite changes over 

time in the use of the workhouse, those registration divisions that relieved a relatively large 

(small) share of males in workhouses also relieved a relatively large (small) share of females in 

workhouses throughout the period from 1861 to 1908.   

There were several economic reasons for the male-female differential in pauperism rates.  

Old women were far less likely to be employed than men and were paid lower wages.  According 

to the 1899 “test census,” nearly three-quarters of women 65 and older had weekly incomes from 

all sources of 10s. or less, as compared to 46% of men (see Table 7).  Booth’s 1892-3 survey of 

rural districts found that nearly two-thirds of men aged 65-70, and 46% of men aged 70-75, had 

some wage earnings.  By comparison, only 41% of women 65-70, and 19% of women 70-75, 

reported any wage earnings (Booth 1894: 346-9).  Old women also were less likely to have any 

savings or benefits from friendly societies.  In 1892-3, some 21% of old men, but only 3% of old 

women, were members of friendly societies or other benefit clubs (Booth 1894: 348-9).  Neither 

friendly society benefits nor trade union superannuation benefits passed on to a widow upon her 

husband’s death.  The absence of survivor’s benefits was “one of the greatest defects of the 

modern thrift system” (Spender 1892: 44). 

Old women were far more likely to obtain assistance from relatives or friends than old 

men.  The 1899 test census found that 70% of women 65 and older with income less than 10s. 

and not in receipt of poor relief received help from children, other relatives, or friends, as 

compared to 28% of old men.  These large differentials occurred in urban, rural, and mining 

                                                            
31 The effects of the Crusade were more strongly felt in London than in the rest of England.  From 1871 to 
1881 the share of men 65 and older relieved in workhouses increased by 28.9 percentage points, while the 
share of old women relieved indoors increased by 21.3 percentage points. 
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districts.  Booth’s survey found that 27% of women and 18% of men 65 and older received help 

from relatives or charity.  The male-female differential declined with age—the share of men and 

women aged 80 and older who received assistance from relatives was very similar, 32% and 35%. 

 Why were aged male paupers more likely to be relieved in workhouses than aged female 

paupers?  Local officials denied that they treated old men differently than old women, and in 

particular “denied that old men were systematically refused outdoor relief” (MacKinnon 1984: 

110).  Some unions made indoor/outdoor relief decisions based on the character of the applicant, 

and there is evidence that women were more likely than men to be judged of “good character.”  

In his testimony before the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, Booth stated that one reason 

why so many more old women than men were granted outdoor relief was because “a very large 

number of [women] are decent respectable people.”32   

Old people who lived with relatives were able to get by on a small amount of outdoor 

relief, and there is some evidence that children were more willing to have their aged mothers live 

with them than their fathers.  Anderson (1977: 51) maintained that “old people who were able to 

make some contribution to the family with whom they lived were most likely to be welcomed, 

while those who imposed a particular strain on the family were most likely to be rejected.”  Old 

women typically were better able to perform useful domestic functions, such as child minding, 

cooking, and cleaning, than were old men.  Crowther (1981: 234) suggested that children often 

were willing to assist their mothers but not their fathers because “affectionate ties with the 

mother were likely to be stronger.”  

Some contemporaries maintained that old men were more willing to enter workhouses 

than old women, who “would endure much greater hardships before giving up the struggle for 

independence.”  This only was partly because women were better able than men to take care of 
                                                            
32 Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. III (P.P. 1895, XV), Q. 10,865. 
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themselves.  A Manchester witness before the Royal Commission on the Poor Law stated that an 

old man who felt that he did not fit into his children’s household “desires to get out of the way, 

and goes to the workhouse.  A decent old woman will cling to a home where she may be 

regarded as the drudge rather than the grandmother or aunt, and she will exist on the plainer 

portions of the meals, and will wedge in both day and night without encroaching much on the 

means of the family” (MacKinnon 1984: 111).  In sum, the male-female differential in 

workhouse relief was the result of a combination of administrative, economic, and social causes. 

During the Crusade Against Outrelief in the 1870s, the female pauperism rate declined by 

more than that for males, while the share of men relieved in workhouses increased far more than 

that for women.  How can these two results be reconciled?  Is this evidence that local Poor Law 

authorities treated old men and women differently?  Suppose that the same share of men and 

women were offered workhouse relief during the Crusade.  If, as Mary and others argued, old 

men were more likely to accept indoor relief while women were more likely to refuse relief 

altogether rather than enter a workhouse, we would observe both a greater decline in the share of 

old women on relief and a greater increase in the share of old men being relieved in workhouses.   

The same result would be observed if children were willing to assist their mothers, but not their 

fathers, rather than have them enter a workhouse.   

How badly were the elderly hurt by the Crusade Against Outrelief?  Mary (1984: 330) 

maintained that “the refusal of outdoor relief” to an aged individual could reduce his or her 

“potential income by one-quarter to one-third.”  This loss of income was made up to some 

degree “by larger transfers from children or from charities.”  On average, old women received 

larger transfers from their children than old men.  Still, a far larger number of old women than 

old men dropped off the relief rolls in the 1870s.  It seems reasonable to conclude, along with 

Thane (1996: 34), that “the change of policy [initiated by the Crusade] hit women especially hard 
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since they had greatly outnumbered men as recipients of outdoor relief.”  This was one of the 

(presumably) unintended consequences of the Crusade, the sort of effect that economists love to 

point out.   

Explaining Regional Differences in Pauperism Rates 

The differences in pauperism rates between northern and southern England revealed in 

Tables 2-6 existed long before 1861.  The first national count of the number of relief recipients, 

for the period April 1802-April 1803, revealed an overall pauperism rate of 14.7% for the four 

southern registration divisions and 8.3% for the three northern divisions.33  North-south 

differences in pauperism rates also existed during the eighteenth century (King 2000).   

The regional differences persisted over a long period despite changes in the demographic 

makeup of the pauper host.  In the first third of the nineteenth century, the high pauperism rates 

in the south were a result of the large number of able-bodied males given occasional relief; in 

1802-03 the share of relief recipients who were elderly or disabled was higher in northern than 

southern England.  The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act led to a decline in the share of able-

bodied adults receiving relief throughout England, and this decline was accelerated by the 

Crusade Against Outrelief.  In 1871 the share of individuals under age 65 in receipt of poor relief 

was low in all registration divisions, ranging from 5.3% in the East to 2.2% in Yorkshire; by 

1901 fewer than 2% of persons under 65 received poor relief in any region (see Appendix Table 

3).  In sum, by the late nineteenth century the observed north-south differential was almost 

totally a result of differences in old age pauperism rates. 

What caused these regional differences in old age pauperism?  Contemporaries and 

                                                            
33 The southern divisions are the South East, South Midlands, East, and South West.  The northern 
divisions are the North West, Yorkshire, and North.  The data are from Abstract of Returns relative to the 
Expense and Maintenance of the Poor Law (P.P. 1803-4, XIII), pp. 714-15.  The pauperism rate exceeded 
15% in nine southern counties.  The maximum pauperism rate among northern counties was 11.2%. 



25 

 

historians have offered three broad explanations.  Some maintained that the north-south 

differential was a result of regional differences in wage rates and employment opportunities.  

Workers in high wage districts were better able to save for their old age, and those in districts 

with ample employment opportunities for the aged were able to keep working past age 65.  Most 

contemporaries agreed that the local administration of the Poor Law played an important role in 

determining the rate of old age pauperism, and that there were regional differences in relief 

administration.  Finally, some contemporaries and historians maintained that there were distinct 

regional welfare cultures in the nineteenth century.  Other things equal, northern workers were 

more likely to save, and less likely to apply for poor relief, than southern workers.  I will 

consider each of these explanations in turn. 

Regional differences in economic circumstances 

Almost everyone agreed that differences in the availability of employment for the aged 

was a major reason for regional differentials in pauperism, although they did not agree as to 

which sectors or regions offered the best job opportunities.  Charles Booth maintained that aged 

workers were better able to find full or part-time employment in agriculture than in urban areas, 

based on the responses he received to a questionnaire on the condition of the local aged 

population sent to clergy throughout England and Wales.34  Many of the responses for urban 

districts noted the absence of work for the aged.  In Sheffield there was practically no 

employment for old men, although “a few act as night watchmen, gather coal on the roads, 

sweep crossings.”  In Dewsbury, “men after 60 find work very scarce; mills do not employ them 

unless skilled,” while in Birmingham “the chances of the aged getting casual labour are restricted 

by the competition of those between 45 and 60,” and in Leicester it was “very difficult for a man 

                                                            
34 It appears that Booth sent the questionnaire to clergy in all 648 English and Welsh Poor Law unions.  
He received responses from 360 unions (1894: 106-7). 
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beyond 50, or before, if hair shows signs of grayness, to get employment.”35   

The responses from rural unions were more mixed, but many reported that work for 

healthy old people was plentiful.  One Cambridgeshire union reported that men could earn 10s. 

per week doing farm labor up to age 75 or 80, others reported that “field work is available for 

men as long as they are able to do it.”  In many agricultural unions jobs existed for the old 

because of the outmigration of younger workers—one union reported that “labourers are scarce, 

and the industrious, though aged, are not lightly parted with” (Booth 1894: 150-77; 262-309). 

Booth concluded that in rural districts “old men keep their vigour longer, and even when feeble 

or ailing can still obtain and do some agricultural work.”  By contrast, in towns old men “break 

down at an earlier age,” and are the victims of “increased competition for such work as . . . [they] 

are able to perform.”  In sum, the “effective working life is ten years longer in the country than 

in the town, or, speaking generally, is as seventy to sixty” (1894: 321-2).   

J. A. Spender (1892: 23-46) examined “the earning powers of aged workmen” and found 

that for many “typical” urban trades a worker’s wage declined sharply after age 55 and 

sometimes even earlier.  He concluded that few dock laborers, building trades’ laborers, railway 

porters, and other low-skilled workers employed in heavy labor “can expect to earn good and 

regular wages . . . much after the age of 40.”  Wages of agricultural workers, while lower than 

those of urban low-skilled workers, often did not decline until workers reached the age of 65.  

However, there were fewer opportunities for casual employment in rural areas than in towns, and 

the condition of farm laborers over 65 “is generally one of desperate poverty” (1892: 41-3). 

Historians disagree as to the relative availability of jobs in rural and urban districts.  

                                                            
35 Similar responses were obtained from Darlington, South Shields, Gateshead, Hartlepool, Walsall, 
Stoke-on-Trent, and Liverpool.  See Booth (1894: 108-141, 186-217).  Several large cities did not 
respond to the questionnaire, and for reasons that are not completely clear, Booth did not report any 
responses from London unions. 
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Thane (2000: 275) contends that “old men could work longest in agriculture,” and Macnicol 

(1998: 49-50) concludes that agricultural districts provided older workers with “a myriad of 

casual or light employment opportunities” which enabled them to continue working well past 65.  

Conversely, Hunt (1989: 418) maintains that employment for the aged generally was more 

plentiful in urban than in rural districts, so that “there were more opportunities for old men and 

women to earn at least part of their own maintenance” in towns, although he offers little 

evidence to support this statement.  According to Johnson (1994: 114) the occupational data 

reported in the decennial censuses of 1881 to 1911 do not support the notion put forward by 

Spender and others “that it was becoming increasingly difficult for [urban] workers to obtain a 

position after the age of 50.”  Johnson also found, however, that men 65 and older were under-

represented in several high wage urban occupations, such as metals, engineering, textiles, 

machinery, and chemicals.  This could be evidence that many urban workers were compelled in 

old age to switch from jobs in high-paying sectors to jobs in low-paying sectors, although it 

could be an indication that workers in high-wage sectors were more likely to retire than those in 

low wage sectors (1994: 120).   

Some idea of the age at which employment rates for old people began to decline can be 

obtained by examining pauperism rates by age.  Table 10 reports pauperism rates for persons 

aged 60-65, 65-70, and 70 and older on March 31, 1906 for each registration division.  The 

pauperism rate for men aged 70 and older was higher in London and the other four southern 

divisions than in the three northern divisions.  This was not the case, however, for men under age 

70.  The pauperism rate for men aged 60-65 and 65-70 was lower in the South Midlands and 

South West, both relatively rural divisions, than in the North West, Yorkshire, or North.  

Registration divisions contained both rural and urban districts and are too aggregated to 

reveal much about rural-urban differences in pauperism.  Table 11 reports male old age 
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pauperism rates in 1906 for fourteen registration counties located throughout England.   In seven 

of the counties more than a quarter of adult males were employed in agriculture in 1901, while in 

the other seven the share employed in agriculture was between 3% and 11%.  The pauperism rate 

for men 60-65 ranged from 4.0% to 5.1% in the rural counties; it exceeded 6% in five of the 

urban counties.  Pauperism rates for men aged 65-70 also were lower in rural than in urban 

counties.  For men in their 70s or older, the relationship was reversed—pauperism rates were 

lower in urban than in rural counties.   

The data in Table 11 suggest that job opportunities for men in their 60s were relatively 

good in agriculture, but that employment declined sharply after age 70.  The fact that pauperism 

rates for men in their 60s were higher in industrial/urban counties offers some support for the 

notion that urban workers lost their jobs at a younger age than rural workers.  On the other hand, 

the relatively low pauperism rates for men in their 70s suggest that urban districts offered more 

opportunities for the aged to find casual employment.  The exceptionally high pauperism rate for 

London men supports the widely-held idea that the London labor market suffered from chronic 

oversupply, and that as a result “men became rapidly unemployable after the age of 60” 

(MacKinnon 1984: 109).    

Booth (1894: 16-19) grouped Poor Law unions into eight industrial categories, and 

calculated pauperism rates for individuals 65 and older in 1891-2 for a sample of unions in each 

category.36  For England and Wales as a whole, old age pauperism was lowest in residential 

unions, highest in seaports, and similar across manufacturing, mining, and agricultural unions.  

For each industrial category, pauperism rates were lower in the North than in the Midlands, East, 

                                                            
36 A total of 198 unions were included.  The sample omitted unions from London and large cities.  
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or South.37  The north-south differential was especially large in purely agricultural districts, 

where the old age pauperism rate in the North (15.5%) was less than half that in the East (34%) 

or South (32.5%). In sum, the regional differences in pauperism rates within industrial categories 

were larger than the differences across industrial categories. 

The differences within industrial categories were caused to some extent by regional wage 

differentials.  Wage rates in agriculture and the building trades generally are considered to be 

representative of rural and urban wage rates (Bowley 1914: 617, 1900: 59, 63; Hunt 1973: 4).38  

As can be seen in Table 12, weekly wage rates for agricultural laborers and bricklayers’ laborers 

varied substantially across registration divisions.  In agriculture, wages were highest in the three 

northern divisions and lowest in the South Midlands, East, and South West.39  Nominal wage 

rates in the building trades were highest in London, followed by the northern and midlands 

divisions, and were lowest in the South Midlands, East, and South West.  The higher wage rates 

in northern districts enabled workers to save more and to join friendly societies, and enabled 

those who continued to work after age 65 to be better able to get by without applying for poor 

relief.  In addition, higher wages enabled children of the aged who lived near their parents to 

offer them more financial assistance.   

Regional differences in economic circumstances effected pauperism rates in one other 

way.  Children were more likely to assist their aged parents if they lived near them.  Other things 

                                                            
37 Pauperism rates were lower in the North than in the West and Wales for all categories except residential 
unions.  The sample included only three residential unions for the West and Wales, and Booth (1894: 18) 
notes that the region’s low rate is the result of pauperism being quite low in one of these unions, Atcham.  
The West and Wales, as defined by Booth, contained only two English counties, Shropshire and Hereford. 
38 In the words of Hunt (1986: 962), “there were building workers in every town . . . [and] the nature of 
their work did not vary much from place to place.” 
39 The data in Table 10 are for cash wages.  Agricultural laborers also received extra wages at harvest 
time and many received perquisites ranging from a subsidized or rent-free cottage to a small allotment of 
land on which to grow potatoes and vegetables.  While there is some evidence that the value of these 
perquisites was higher in the south than in the north, adding estimates of their weekly value to cash wages 
would not significantly alter the regional differentials. 
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equal, old people in districts with low outmigration rates would be more likely to have children 

living nearby, and therefore more likely to receive help from their children, than those in districts 

with high outmigration rates.  Migration in Victorian England was driven by economic 

incentives—most migrants moved from relatively low wage to high wage areas.  Outmigration 

rates were especially high in the low-wage, and rural, South Midlands, East, and Southwest.40  

As a result, a larger share of old people in the south than in the high-wage and more urban north 

had no children to which they could turn for assistance, and were forced to apply for poor relief 

when they could support themselves no longer. 

Regional differences in relief administration 

Regional differentials in pauperism rates were not the result of economic forces alone—

the local administration of poor relief also played an important role.  The most important 

difference across unions in relief administration was the use of the workhouse.  Some unions 

offered workhouse relief to virtually all paupers, while others gave outdoor relief to all aged 

individuals who were able to maintain themselves at home.  Between these two extremes there 

was a continuum of policies.  In many unions relief officials attempted to determine the character 

of relief applicants, and offered outdoor relief to those deemed to be “deserving” and workhouse 

relief to those deemed “undeserving.”   

All agreed that the aged attached a stigma to indoor relief and that, other things equal, the 

offer of the workhouse lowered pauperism rates.  One person who testified before the Royal 

Commission on the Aged Poor commented that “there is the strongest objection on the part of 

those who have a home at all, or can find a home among any of their relatives, to enter the 

                                                            
40 On migration in Victorian England, see Cairncross (1949), Baines (1985), and Boyer and Hatton (1997). 
Most migrants were young adults.  Regional differences in the share of the population 65 and older 
largely were driven by differences in migration rates (Booth 1894: 11-13).  In 1891, the share of the 
population 65 and older ranged from 5.6% to 7.1% in the four southern registration divisions.  In the three 
northern divisions it ranged from 3.4% to 4.1%. 
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workhouse.”41  The poor’s objections to the workhouse were not necessarily those portrayed by 

early and mid Victorian writers such as Charles Dickens—by the 1860s the workhouse had 

“ceased to threaten cold, hunger, and mistreatment” (Crowther 1981: 246).42  Sir Hugh Owen 

stated before the Royal Commission that “the great majority” of aged paupers in workhouses 

were “better fed, better housed, and better provided for than they ever were before.”  The poor 

objected to the discipline of the workhouse and to their loss of freedom—a witness before the 

Royal Commission stated that the poor “look upon the workhouse as a kind of prison.”43  

Moreover, the acceptance of workhouse relief threatened “social disgrace” both for the pauper 

who accepted it and for his or her family. 

The workhouse is sometimes portrayed in literature as a place to which the elderly were 

admitted only when they were about to die.44  Data do not support this notion.  There were 

substantial seasonal fluctuations in the number of old men in workhouses—the number relieved 

indoors was typically 20-25% larger in January than in July.  Many old men who resided in 

workhouses during the winter were able “to maintain themselves in the summer” either by 

working or with the assistance of family and friends (MacKinnon 1984: 111).  The number of 

men and women 65 and older who received workhouse relief during the 12 months ending 

March 25, 1892 was 80% greater than the number relieved indoors on January 1, 1892.45  While 

some of this was accounted for by pauper deaths, the fact “that there were rather more than 1.5 

                                                            
41 The quote is from Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. II (P.P. 1895, XIV), Q. 5,791.  See also 
QQ. 211, 1,926, 2,814, 8,710. 
42 See Dickens’s description of workhouse life in Oliver Twist (1838 [2002]), Chapter 2.   
43 The quote is from Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, vol. II (P.P. 1895, XIV), Q. 6,720. 
44 On aged individuals dying shortly after entering the workhouse, see, for example, Flora Thompson, 
Lark Rise to Candleford (1945 [2011]: 79). 
45 The 12-month to one day ratio is reported for men and women in each division in MacKinnon (1984: 
125).  The ratios for men and women were similar in most divisions; they were highest for old men in 
London (2.08) and the industrial North West (2.13), and lowest in the four southern divisions. 
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aged paupers over the year for every one on January 1is a useful reminder that the aged did not 

simply move into the workhouse and stay until they died” (MacKinnon 1984: 129).   

Can differences in relief administration explain the regional differentials in old age 

pauperism rates?  London’s high pauperism rates were not a result of the lax administration of 

relief—the metropolis relieved a larger share of its aged paupers in workhouses than did any 

other registration division throughout the second half of the nineteenth century.46  Outside of 

London, however, there was a negative relationship between the use of workhouses and the 

pauperism rate—the share of elderly paupers relieved in workhouses was higher in northern than 

in southern divisions.  Moreover, for nine of ten divisions the largest decline in pauperism 

occurred in the 1870s, the decade which also saw the largest increase in the use of the workhouse.  

The deterrent effect of workhouse relief has been empirically estimated for paupers of all 

ages in 1868-9 by MacKinnon (1987) and for persons aged 65 and older in 1891-2 by Boyer and 

Schmidle (2009).  Mary found that for nine out of ten registration divisions—the North West 

being the exception—increased use of the workhouse led to a reduction in the number of paupers.  

The magnitude of the deterrent effect was large—a 10% increase in the share relieved indoors 

led to a 2.5-6.0% decline in the pauperism rate (MacKinnon 1987: 621).   

Boyer and Schmidle estimated regression equations to explain the variations in old age 

pauperism rates across all 585 English Poor Law unions.  Their independent variables included 

the percentage of paupers relieved in workhouses, a series of dummy variables for the industrial 

character of the union, and a series of regional dummies; for a subset of rural unions, the weekly 

                                                            
46 In 1891-92, 19 of the 25 Poor Law unions in which 80% or more of paupers were relieved in 
workhouses were located in London.  The “peculiar” nature of the metropolis led Booth (1894: 23) to 
conclude that it was necessary to consider “London apart from the rest of the country” in analyzing the 
causes of old age pauperism. 
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wage paid to agricultural laborers also was included.47  Table 13 reports the estimated 

coefficients for the most relevant variables from three regressions—one including all 585 unions, 

one excluding the 29 London unions, and one for a subset of rural and semi-rural unions.  Like 

Mary, we found that the workhouse had a large deterrent effect—a 10% increase in the share of 

paupers relieved in workhouses led to a 3.5-3.6% decline in old age pauperism.  The coefficients 

on the dummy variables for industrial character were small and are not reported in the table.48  

Following Booth (1894), the unions were divided geographically into seven regions.49  The 

industrial north is the excluded region in the regressions.  The results show that, other things 

equal, pauperism rates in the East, South, and South West were significantly higher than in the 

North or industrial North; pauperism rates in the Midlands were above those in the northern 

regions but below those in the south.   

Column 3 gives regression results for a subset of rural unions for which agricultural 

laborers’ wage data are available.  The agricultural wage had a strong effect on pauperism—a 

10% increase in the wage led to a 5.2% decline in the old age pauperism rate.50  Including farm 

wages reduces the magnitude of the coefficients on the regional dummies somewhat, but they 

remain significantly different from zero.  In other words, the north-south differentials in old age 

                                                            
47 In addition to the variables mentioned in the text, the regressions also included density of population, 
the percentage of the population living in crowded conditions, the union’s rateable value per capita (a 
measure of the size of the tax base), and the number of persons aged 65 and older per 10,000 population. 
48 The categories we used were those used by Booth (1894): agriculture, agriculture and town, 
manufacturing, manufacturing and trade, mining, shipping, and residential and pleasure resorts.  The only 
dummy variable that had a significant coefficient was that for residential and pleasure resorts.  The 
negative coefficient is not surprising, given that residential unions typically had relatively large numbers 
of middle class inhabitants, and tended to attract retired “old persons with means” (Booth 1894: 421). 
49 The regions in the regressions are defined slightly differently than the registration divisions from the 
census.   
50 Boyer and Schmidle (2009: 269) also estimated separate regressions for northern and southern rural 
unions.  The effect of wages on pauperism rates was the same in the two regions, but the deterrent effect 
of the workhouse test was somewhat larger in the north than in the south.   
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pauperism rates remain even when differences in relief administration and wage rates and the 

industrial nature of unions are taken into account.  The regional dummies might be serving as 

proxies for differences in the availability of work outside of agriculture that were not picked up 

by the “industrial character” dummies.  Job opportunities within agriculture also differed across 

regions—winter employment for the aged must have been especially scarce in the grain-

producing South and East (Goose 2005: 363-7, 371-6).  On the other hand, the dummies might 

be picking up non-economic differences across regions. 

Regional Welfare Cultures 

 Some Victorian commentators and historians have offered another explanation for the 

north-south differentials in pauperism.  Booth (1894: 24) concluded that the low pauperism rates 

in the north were “undoubtedly due to the character of the people.”  Other contemporaries agreed. 

Northerners were deemed to be more likely to have savings accounts and to be members of 

friendly societies than southerners, and to attach a greater stigma to applying for poor relief.  The 

quintessential northern urban worker was “Rochdale man,” described as a “respectable self-

helping, self-educating working man with his cooperative society, savings bank and chapel” 

(Rose 1977: 185).  More recently, King (2000: 267-8) has argued that there were “very different 

welfare cultures” in northern and southern England.  In much of the south and east, “custom and 

a consensual decision-making process created a raft of ‘welfare junkies’ whose first response 

when faced with life-cycle stress was to turn to the poor law.”  By contrast, in the north and west 

there was “a culture of self-reliance and making do which meant that the potentially poor came 

to the communal welfare system as a last resort.”  Not only were southerners more likely than 

northerners to apply for poor relief, but local relief administrators were more willing to offer 

them assistance.  King (2000: 269) concluded that there were “very substantial . . . differences in 

entitlement, relief generosity, and relief sentiment” between northern and southern England. 
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 What caused these regional differences in welfare culture, and when did they begin?  

King maintains that the cultural differences date back to the early eighteenth century if not 

before.  He states that the stingy north and west had “a complex religious history and arguably 

the most distinctive and potentially puritanical cultures,” and also had more developed systems 

of private charity (2000: 268).  Billinge (2004) suggests that distinct northern and southern 

cultures began to develop in the second half of the eighteenth century, largely as a result of the 

uneven geographic nature of the industrial revolution.   

I would speculate that, to the extent that separate north-south welfare cultures existed, 

they date back to the south’s tradition of generous poor relief administration under the Old Poor 

Law of 1795-1834.  Regional differences in the role of poor relief grew in the late eighteenth 

century, largely in response to differing trends in the living standards of rural workers.  In 

particular, the deteriorating economic environment for southern farm workers led to a sharp 

increase in the demand for public assistance in the grain-producing south and east (Boyer 1990: 

31-43).  The relief of able-bodied laborers and their families in southern England was so 

widespread during the first third of the nineteenth century that the stigma associated with 

receiving poor relief must have declined.51  As a result, regional welfare cultures developed—

southerners became more accustomed than northerners to being on relief, and many came to 

believe that they had a right to public assistance during hard times.  The Poor Law reforms of 

1834 and the Crusade Against Outrelief of the 1870s increased the stigma against accepting 

relief throughout England, but regional differentials remained.   

The aged paupers in Victorian England had grown up during the heyday of the Old Poor 

                                                            
51 Many contemporaries claimed that the widespread granting of outdoor relief reduced the stigma that the 
poor attached to applying for assistance.  According to the Report of the Royal Poor Law Commissioners 
(1834: 44), there was among the poor in southern England a “constantly diminishing reluctance to claim 
an apparent benefit, the receipt of which imposes no sacrifice, except a sensation of shame quickly 
obliterated by habit, even if not prevented by example.” 
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Law.  An individual who turned 65 in 1861 would have been 38 when the Poor Law Amendment 

Act was adopted; even someone who turned 65 in 1891had lived eight years under the Old Poor 

Law.  Those who grew up in the south would have remembered the generosity of poor relief 

during their childhood and youth, and many would have lived in families that received child 

allowances from the parish.52  The customs established before 1834 might have continued to 

influence the behavior of the aged poor into the 1890s—the shadow cast by Speenhamland was 

quite long.  Over time, however, the Old Poor Law’s impact on behavior declined, as the number 

of individuals who remembered the period before 1834 began to fall. Regional differences in 

welfare culture therefore should have declined in the last decades of the nineteenth century, 

which could help to explain the convergence in old age pauperism rates after 1891.   

In sum, the north-south differentials in pauperism rates were caused by a combination of 

differences in labor market conditions, relief administration, and, perhaps, welfare culture.   

IV.  Long-term Trends in Old Age Pauperism 

The share of individuals 65 and older in receipt of poor relief declined from 1871 to 1908 

in all ten registration divisions.  The largest decline occurred in the 1870s and was driven by a 

major change in the administration of relief, the Crusade Against Outrelief.  The rate of decline 

slowed substantially after 1881, and pauperism rates increased in some divisions after 1891.  A 

comparison of Tables 2b and 3 shows that from January 1, 1892 to March 31, 1906, old age 

pauperism rates declined only in the four southern divisions.  In the midlands, northern divisions, 

and London pauperism rates remained constant or increased slightly.  For England and Wales as 

a whole, the old age pauperism rate was nearly identical on the two dates. 

The stagnation of pauperism rates surprised most contemporaries.  The 1895 Report of 

                                                            
52 More than three-quarters of the rural parishes in the south and southeast that responded to the Royal 
Poor Law Commission’s Rural Queries granted child allowances to poor workers in 1832.  Only 20% of 
responding northern parishes granted child allowances (Boyer 1990: 153, 169). 
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the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor had concluded: “We are encouraged in our hopes for 

the future by the remarkable growth of thrift, as shown by the savings banks and insurance in 

friendly societies, which are largely increasing in popularity and importance.  The self-reliance 

and strength of character of the working classes, thus evinced, will greatly aid in the solution of 

the problems of old age poverty as well as of general pauperism.”53  Why didn’t old age 

pauperism rates continue to decline after 1892? 

From 1891 to 1906 the share of aged paupers relieved in workhouses increased in eight 

of ten registration divisions, and declined only in London and the North West.  However, the 

increased use of the workhouse in the 1890s does not necessarily imply that relief administration 

was becoming stricter.  The period from 1896 to 1904 witnessed a sharp increase in capital 

expenditures on workhouse construction (Williams 1981: 219).  Much of the increased spending 

went to improvements in workhouse medical facilities and the resulting improvements in 

hospital care, particularly in urban unions, made the elderly poor more willing to accept indoor 

relief (MacKinnon 1986: 326-7).  The stigma effect of workhouse relief, at least as it applied to 

sick elderly persons, was declining at the turn of the century. 

Booth concluded that the major reason for declining pauperism among the aged during 

the 1880s was improvements in manual workers’ living standards.  In his words, “varying rates 

of improvement in pauperism are to be connected with degrees of general progress and 

prosperity” (Booth 1894: 514).  The rate of increase in the “prosperity of the working classes” 

was substantially slower after 1891 than in the previous two decades.  From 1891-2 to 1906-7, 

real full time wages of manual workers increased by 13.6%, after increasing by 37.9% from 

1871-2 to 1891-2.  The increase in wages was even smaller in key sectors.  Real wages in the 

building trades increased by 8.1% from 1891-2 to 1906-7, and real wages in agriculture 
                                                            
53 Report of the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor (P. P. 1895, XIV), p. lxxxvii. 
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increased by 7.8% (Feinstein 1995: 260-1, 264-5).54 

There was an upward trend in unemployment after 1892—the industrial unemployment 

rate averaged 6.1% from 1870 to 1891, and 7.2% from 1892 to 1908 (Boyer and Hatton 2002: 

662).  The pressure on living standards was most severe among low-skilled workers.  Mary 

maintained that the rate of indoor pauperism among able-bodied males was the best “indicator of 

the trade cycle as it affected the very poor in different parts of the country” (MacKinnon 1986: 

305, 334).55  Figure 7 shows the trend in male able-bodied indoor pauperism for three regions—

the North and Midlands, the South, and London.56  Pauperism increased in the early 1890s in 

each region, then declined somewhat in late 1890s before increasing again after 1900.  For the 

entire period from 1887 to 1908, the share of able-bodied males relieved in workhouses 

increased by 131% in the North and Midlands, 63% in London and 48% in the South.  Figure 8 

shows two other series for England and Wales as a whole—the trend in the share of able-bodied 

men “in health” relieved in workhouses and the trend in vagrancy.57  Vagrants typically were 

adult males under age 60.  While not all were in search of work, the number of vagrants 

increased during downturns and declined during booms.58  These series follow a similar pattern 

                                                            
54 Bowley (1937: 30) estimated that real wages of manual workers increased by only 8.2% from 1891-2 to 
1906-7.  From 1871-2 to 1891-2, real wages in the building trades increased by 38.7% and real wages in 
agriculture increased by 32.0% (Feinstein 1995: 260-1, 264-5). 
55 Able-bodied male workhouse inmates were from the “bottom of the social hierarchy;” they applied for 
relief when their family incomes fell to the point where they could no longer subsist.  The number of able-
bodied workhouse inmates was small, but it was very “responsive to indicators of general economic 
conditions” (MacKinnon 1986: 330-4). 
56 The North and Midlands includes five registration divisions—the West Midlands, North Midlands, 
North West, Yorkshire, and North.  The South includes four divisions—the South East, South Midlands, 
East, and South West. 
57 Data on the number of vagrants on January 1 and July 1 of each year were obtained from MacKinnon 
(1984: 118, 337).  The vagrancy rate is calculated by dividing the average number of migrants for the two 
dates by the male population in England and Wales. 
58 Beveridge (1909: 48), Crowther (1981: 254) and MacKinnon (1984: 117) all conclude that 
unemployment was a major cause of vagrancy. 
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to those in Figure 7, increasing in the early 1890s, declining in the late 1890s, and then 

increasing again after 1900.  Overall, the vagrancy rate increased by 36% from 1891 to 1908, 

while the share of able-bodied men in health relieved in workhouses increased by 66%.  

The data in Figures 7 and 8 indicate that employment opportunities for the poorest 10-

20% of the population deteriorated during the two decades leading up to the First World War.  

The extent of deterioration was largest in the North and Midlands, although employment 

opportunities declined throughout England.  The increase in unemployment among the low-

skilled, combined with the meager growth in wage rates, suggests that those who were most 

likely to turn to the Poor Law for assistance in old age suffered at best a stagnation of income 

after 1890.  The data provide an explanation for the trend in old age pauperism from 1892 to 

1906, and in particular for the slight increase in pauperism in the northern and midlands 

registration divisions and London. 

The continued high levels of old age pauperism led Parliament in 1908 to adopt the Old 

Age Pension Act, which provided a weekly pension of 5s. to individuals aged 70 and older (10s. 

to couples) with incomes below £21 per annum (about 8s. per week).59  Smaller pensions were 

paid to those with annual incomes as high as £31 10s.  Individuals who had received poor relief 

after January 1, 1908 initially were not eligible to receive a pension, although this clause was 

abolished in 1911.   

The number of pension recipients was substantially greater than the number of old age 

paupers.  On the last Friday in March 1909, 393,700 persons in England and Wales (37% of the 

population 70 and older) received a pension.  The number of pensioners increased sharply after 

the Poor Law disqualification was abolished.  Table 14 shows the share of persons aged 70 and 

                                                            
59 On the adoption of the Old Age Pension Act, see Gilbert (1966: 159-232), Macnicol (1998: 155-63), 
and Thane (2000: 217-28). 
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older in receipt of old age pensions on the last Friday in March 1912, along with the share in 

receipt of poor relief on March 31, 1906, for each registration division.  For England as a whole, 

59.8% of persons 70 and older received a pension in March 1912, more than two-and-a-half 

times the percentage of persons of the same age who were poor relief recipients on March 31, 

1906.  Nearly 94% of pensioners received the maximum pension of 5s. per week. Government 

expenditures on pensions in 1911-12 totaled nearly £7.94 million, 26% more than the entire cost 

of poor relief in 1906-07.60 

Why was the number of old age pensioners so large?  The eligibility standards for 

pensions and poor relief were different—some (immeasurable) share of individuals who were 

eligible for pensions would not have been deemed destitute enough to grant relief.61  Moreover, 

some of those who received pensions had previously relied on friends, relatives, or private 

charity, rather than the Poor Law, to supplement their meager incomes.  Still, the data suggest 

that the Poor Law statistics underestimate, perhaps by a substantial amount, the extent of poverty 

among the aged.  In the first decade of the twentieth century a large number of old people lived 

on quite low incomes without applying for poor relief.  The fact that they did so is evidence that 

the working class attached a stigma to the receipt of poor relief, especially in a workhouse.  

Commenting on the unexpectedly large number of pensioners, Chancellor of the Exchequer 

Lloyd George stated in 1909: “what strikes you is their horror of the Poor Law . . . this pension 

act has disclosed the presence amongst us of over 600,000 people, the vast majority of whom 

were living in circumstances of great poverty, yet disclaimed the charity of the public” (Thane 

2000: 227-8).  
                                                            
60 Data on the share receiving maximum pensions and the cost of pensions for England and Wales are 
from Board of Trade, Seventeenth Abstract of Labour Statistics (1915: 184-5).  Poor Law expenditures for 
1906-07 are from Williams (1981: 171). 
61 Budd and Guinnane (1991) found that some Irish pensioners mis-represented their age in order to 
collect a pension before reaching age 70.  Some English pensioners also might have exaggerated their age. 
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The authors of the 1908 Act went to some length to ensure that old age pensions were not 

associated with the Poor Law—pensions were collected from the local Post Office rather than 

from Poor Law authorities.  There was no stigma attached to receiving a pension.  Indeed, they 

were “immensely popular”—old people spending their pension allowance at a shop in Salford 

“would bless the name of Lloyd George as if he were a saint from heaven” (Roberts 1990: 84).62   

The north-south differential found in the pauperism data does not exist in the pension 

data—the share of old age pensioners in the North West and Yorkshire was slightly larger than 

that for the South Midlands and South West, and substantially larger than that for London and 

the South East.  What might explain this surprising result?  Perhaps the northern divisions 

contained relatively large numbers of aged individuals with incomes too high for them to obtain 

poor relief but low enough that they were eligible for pensions.  The result also might be 

additional evidence of a north-south differential in welfare culture.  That is, as late as 1906 aged 

northerners attached a greater stigma to applying for poor relief than did aged southerners.   

Conclusion 

In her D. Phil. thesis, Mary MacKinnon maintained that the number of old age paupers 

could be estimated using annually published statistics on adult non-able-bodied paupers.  In this 

paper I have used the strategy suggested by Mary to construct estimates of old age pauperism 

rates for each of England’s ten registration divisions from 1861 to 1908.  I find that in 1871, 38% 

of persons 65 and older in England were in receipt of poor relief.  The number of aged paupers 

declined after 1871, as a result of the Crusade Against Outrelief and improvements in living 

standards.  Still, in 1908 one-quarter of the population, and more than one-third of working-class 

                                                            
62 Flora Thompson (2011 [1945]: 86) wrote that the pensions transformed the lives of many aged 
cottagers in her village.  She recalled that when old people first went to the Post Office to draw their 
pensions, “tears of gratitude would run down the cheeks of some.”  The chorus of a popular song written 
shortly after the adoption of the Old Age Pension Act went as follows: “he took me out o’t’ workhouse 
and he gives me life that’s free, Five shillings a week for cheating death is what Lloyd George gives me.”  
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individuals, aged 65 and older received poor relief some time during the year.  The share who 

received relief at some point after they turned 65 was even higher.  The results support 

Thomson’s (1986: 367) conclusion that “a marked willingness to redistribute resources to the 

aged through communal rather than familial institutions has been evident in Britain for a long 

time.”63  They do not support Townsend’s (1981) assertion that the “structured dependency” of 

the elderly largely is a post-welfare state phenomenon.  Finally, the results support Mary’s 

conclusion that “at least half [of the working class population who reached adulthood] would 

have been in receipt of relief—either in the workhouse, or more likely at home—at some time in 

their life, mostly as a result of illness, old age, or widowhood” (1984: 223-4). 

Old age pauperism rates were higher in southern than in northern registration divisions 

throughout the second half of the nineteenth century.  The north-south differential largely was 

due to regional differences in wage rates and employment opportunities and differences in the 

administration of poor relief.  However, there is some evidence that different welfare cultures 

existed in northern and southern England, dating back to the first third of the nineteenth century 

if not earlier.    

The data presented here give some idea of the extent of economic insecurity faced by the 

working class in Victorian England.  Despite the well-documented long-run improvement in 

workers’ material living standards in the second half of the nineteenth century, a large share of 

working-class households still required assistance from the Poor Law in old age.  Looking back 

on a half-century of economic growth William Beveridge (1942: 166) concluded that “growing 

general prosperity and rising wages . . . did not reduce want to insignificance.  The moral is that 

new measures to spread prosperity are needed.” 

                                                            
63 Thomson (1984b: 285) states that the notion that in the nineteenth century and earlier “the provision of 
social welfare had been the responsibility of individuals and their families” is a myth. 
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Parliament responded to the economic insecurity of the aged poor by adopting the Old 

Age Pension Act in 1908, one of several pieces of social welfare legislation collectively known 

as the Liberal Welfare Reforms.  The number of pension recipients was far greater than the 

government had anticipated—in March 1912, after the Poor Law disqualification was abolished, 

nearly 60% of persons 70 and older in England received a pension.  The fact that there were 2.5 

times as many pensioners in 1912 as paupers 70 and older in 1906 suggests that the pauperism 

estimates reported in this paper underestimate, perhaps by a substantial amount, the extent of 

poverty among the aged.    

In the conclusion to her D. Phil. thesis Mary wrote: 

The Poor Law was a fundamental feature of Victorian society. . . . There was a 
widespread belief [among Victorians], which has reappeared in many historical 
works, that pauperism was confined to a small minority of the population.  In 
actual fact, recourse to the Poor Law was the standard response to personal and 
economic crises, and was the normal method of supplementing income in old 
age (1984: 348). 

 
The results of this paper offer strong support for Mary’s conclusion.  Despite the low official 

pauperism rates and the increasing stinginess of poor relief over the course of the nineteenth 

century, the Poor Law continued to provide working-class households with a crucial safety net, 

especially in old age.  It is necessary to realize the extent of economic insecurity among the 

working class in order to understand the Liberal government’s adoption of the Old Age Pension 

Act and other social welfare policies in the decade before the First World War.  
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Table 1. Old Age Pauperism, August 1, 1890 (Burt's return) 
England and Wales 

    Total Pauperism Rate Share relieved Indoors 
Ages Population Paupers Male Female Total Male Female Total 

60-65         772,879         41,180 3.9 6.5 5.3 57.4 19.7 32.5

65-70         571,948         62,240 7.7 13.5 10.9 47.3 15.0 25.4

70-75         417,914         77,708 14.9 21.5 18.6 36.1 13.7 21.6

75-80         233,333         60,879 23.2 28.4 26.1 30.1 14.2 20.3

80 and older         149,407         44,860 29.0 30.7 30.0 28.4 17.5 21.7

60 and older      2,145,481       286,867 10.6 15.6 13.4 38.5 15.5 23.7

65 and older      1,372,602       245,687 14.6 20.5 17.9 35.5 14.8 22.3

70 and older         800,654       183,447 19.8 25.3 22.9 32.1 14.8 21.2

Source: Return . . . of paupers over sixty (P.P. 1890-1, LXVIII: 566-7). 
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Table 2a.  Ritchie's Return for 1891-92: England and Wales 

  January 1, 1892 Twelve Month's Count 1891-2 Jan. 1 
  Pauperism rate (%) Pauperism rate (%) % workhouse 
Ages Males Females Total Males Females Total Total 
Under 16 NA NA 2.1 5.1 5.1 5.1 22.5 
16-64 0.9 1.5 1.2 3.4 3.9 3.7 38.1 
65 and older 16.1 22.3 19.6 27.0 31.1 29.3 23.6 
Total NA NA 2.4 5.1 5.7 5.4 27.5 

    
Source: Return . . . of paupers over sixty-five (P.P. 1892, LXVIII: 621-31). 
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Table 2b.  Ritchie's Return for 1891-92: English Registration Divisions 
  
Pauperism rate for persons 65 and older 

  January 1, 1892 12-Month Count 1891-2 January 1, 1892 
Registration Pauperism rate (%) Pauperism rate (%) % Relieved in Workhouse 
Division Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females Total 
London 18.3 20.3 19.5 37.5 33.9 35.3 78.4 46.1 58.1 
South East 16.2 20.4 18.5 24.6 26.0 25.3 44.6 15.8 27.1 
South Midlands 18.0 23.5 21.1 25.8 29.9 28.1 29.8 8.6 16.8 
East 19.1 27.1 23.4 27.1 34.0 30.8 28.9 8.4 16.1 
South West 18.6 27.8 23.8 25.3 33.5 30.0 19.3 6.4 10.8 
West Midlands 16.3 21.1 19.0 26.5 28.0 27.3 36.1 12.5 21.5 
North Midlands 16.2 23.4 20.0 23.7 29.6 26.8 25.9 6.7 14.0 
North West 11.2 15.4 13.6 20.7 22.2 21.6 52.5 23.4 33.8 
Yorkshire 12.6 18.2 15.6 20.4 24.5 22.7 34.7 9.6 18.7 
North 10.8 18.6 15.0 16.8 23.5 20.4 37.9 11.4 20.2 

Source: Return . . . of paupers over sixty-five (P.P. 1892, LXVIII: 621-31). 
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Table 3.  Pauper Census of March 31, 1906 

  
Persons aged 65 and 

older Persons aged 60 and older 
Registration Pauperism rate (%) % relieved indoors 
District Male Female Total Male Female Total 
London 21.8 22.7 22.3 78.4 45.4 59.1 
South East 14.8 17.5 16.4 51.8 18.9 31.9 
South Midlands 17.5 20.8 19.3 35.3 12.1 21.1 
East 19.4 25.4 22.7 33.5 11.3 19.8 
South West 15.4 22.1 19.3 28.0 9.7 15.8 
West Midlands 17.8 20.7 19.4 44.3 15.5 27.1 
North Midlands 18.8 23.7 21.5 30.8 8.3 17.3 
North West 13.4 16.1 15.0 63.7 26.4 41.0 
York 14.0 17.2 15.8 45.7 15.4 27.3 
North 14.1 18.3 16.3 45.7 14.0 26.8 
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Table 4.  Pauperism rates for Persons 65 and older, Day Count 
    
Registration             
District 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1908 
London   
   Male 0.184 0.231 0.218 0.223 0.219 0.256 
   Female 0.252 0.310 0.239 0.210 0.214 0.215 
   Total 0.225 0.279 0.231 0.215 0.216 0.231 
South East             
   Male 0.219 0.230 0.165 0.158 0.135 0.141 
   Female 0.328 0.321 0.221 0.192 0.174 0.162 
   Total 0.276 0.278 0.196 0.177 0.157 0.153 
South Midlands             
   Male 0.257 0.265 0.197 0.174 0.157 0.160 
   Female 0.412 0.387 0.284 0.226 0.205 0.190 
   Total 0.338 0.329 0.244 0.203 0.184 0.177 
East             
   Male 0.249 0.240 0.172 0.169 0.174 0.182 
   Female 0.387 0.356 0.260 0.236 0.247 0.238 
   Total 0.322 0.301 0.218 0.205 0.214 0.213 
South West             
  Male 0.237 0.251 0.211 0.176 0.162 0.147 
  Female 0.381 0.379 0.323 0.266 0.248 0.208 
  Total 0.317 0.321 0.273 0.227 0.211 0.182 
West Midlands             
  Male 0.196 0.200 0.189 0.174 0.160 0.172 
  Female 0.299 0.294 0.244 0.218 0.201 0.192 
  Total 0.252 0.250 0.219 0.198 0.183 0.183 
North Midlands             
  Male 0.183 0.185 0.148 0.153 0.164 0.173 
  Female 0.301 0.296 0.227 0.218 0.232 0.225 
  Total 0.243 0.242 0.189 0.187 0.201 0.202 
North West             
  Male 0.164 0.170 0.154 0.140 0.135 0.148 
  Female 0.263 0.271 0.196 0.172 0.168 0.160 
  Total 0.218 0.225 0.178 0.158 0.154 0.155 
Yorkshire             
  Male 0.135 0.150 0.144 0.129 0.130 0.136 
  Female 0.245 0.255 0.215 0.181 0.177 0.160 
  Total 0.194 0.206 0.182 0.158 0.156 0.149 
North             
  Male 0.151 0.156 0.135 0.115 0.123 0.145 
  Female 0.292 0.288 0.218 0.180 0.178 0.189 
  Total 0.229 0.229 0.180 0.150 0.152 0.168 
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Table 5.  Share of Paupers 65 and older Relieved in Workhouses 
    
Registration     
District 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1908 
London 
   Male 54.6 50.9 79.8 82.3 81.7 80.5 
   Female 35.8 26.7 48.0 50.1 48.4 47.0 
   Total 41.8 34.5 59.8 63.3 61.8 61.9 
South East         
   Male 28.2 29.4 45.4 46.7 47.8 51.8 
   Female 9.2 8.6 14.7 15.9 17.1 18.7 
   Total 16.5 16.8 26.7 28.3 28.6 31.9 
South Midlands       
   Male 20.7 21.8 32.4 33.1 34.3 37.1 
   Female 4.9 4.8 8.6 9.6 11.3 12.8 
   Total 10.6 11.3 17.5 18.7 19.8 22.2 
East       
   Male 19.5 20.8 31.4 31.5 34.0 34.9 
   Female 4.9 5.1 7.9 8.5 11.7 11.5 
   Total 10.2 11.1 16.7 17.3 19.8 20.4 
South West       
  Male 12.2 14.5 20.1 20.9 23.8 30.8 
  Female 4.4 4.8 6.4 6.6 7.9 10.3 
  Total 7.0 8.2 11.1 11.4 13.0 17.2 
West Midlands       
  Male 19.5 25.0 36.8 38.5 42.8 46.4 
  Female 6.1 7.1 11.7 13.4 15.3 16.8 
  Total 10.9 13.7 21.6 23.2 25.9 28.9 
North Midlands     
  Male 17.2 19.6 30.9 27.2 28.9 31.7 
  Female 4.6 4.4 7.3 6.9 7.2 9.3 
  Total 9.2 10.1 16.2 14.7 15.4 18.1 
North West             
  Male 30.4 42.4 59.3 61.3 62.2 65.5 
  Female 12.6 18.9 29.1 29.9 27.0 27.5 
  Total 18.6 26.8 40.7 42.0 40.1 42.8 
Yorkshire             
  Male 19.3 25.5 36.7 38.8 41.6 44.2 
  Female 5.2 5.8 9.5 12.1 13.4 14.2 
  Total 9.7 12.5 19.4 22.0 23.8 26.2 
North              
  Male 18.9 24.4 39.2 39.9 40.7 42.8 
  Female 5.5 6.7 11.0 11.4 12.9 13.0 
  Total 9.5 12.2 20.7 21.5 23.4 25.1 
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Table 6.  Pauperism rates for Persons 65 and older, Year Count 
    
Registration 
District 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1908 
London 
   Male 0.341 0.427 0.404 0.412 0.404 0.473 
   Female 0.365 0.449 0.347 0.304 0.310 0.311 
   Total 0.359 0.444 0.368 0.342 0.344 0.368 
South East   
   Male 0.332 0.349 0.251 0.239 0.205 0.213 
   Female 0.416 0.407 0.281 0.244 0.222 0.206 
   Total 0.377 0.379 0.267 0.241 0.215 0.209 
South Midlands 
   Male 0.368 0.379 0.283 0.249 0.225 0.229 
   Female 0.524 0.492 0.362 0.288 0.261 0.242 
   Total 0.451 0.439 0.325 0.270 0.246 0.236 
East 
   Male 0.355 0.341 0.245 0.241 0.247 0.259 
   Female 0.486 0.448 0.326 0.296 0.311 0.298 
   Total 0.425 0.397 0.288 0.270 0.283 0.281 
South West   
  Male 0.323 0.342 0.287 0.240 0.220 0.200 
  Female 0.460 0.457 0.389 0.321 0.299 0.251 
  Total 0.399 0.404 0.344 0.286 0.266 0.230 
West Midlands   
  Male 0.317 0.323 0.306 0.282 0.259 0.278 
  Female 0.396 0.389 0.323 0.288 0.266 0.254 
  Total 0.362 0.359 0.315 0.285 0.263 0.263 
North Midlands   
  Male 0.267 0.271 0.216 0.224 0.240 0.253 
  Female 0.380 0.375 0.286 0.275 0.293 0.285 
  Total 0.326 0.324 0.253 0.251 0.269 0.270 
North West 
  Male 0.303 0.314 0.286 0.259 0.249 0.274 
  Female 0.381 0.392 0.284 0.248 0.243 0.231 
  Total 0.348 0.358 0.283 0.251 0.245 0.246 
Yorkshire 
  Male 0.219 0.243 0.233 0.210 0.211 0.220 
  Female 0.331 0.345 0.291 0.245 0.240 0.217 
  Total 0.281 0.299 0.264 0.229 0.227 0.217 
North 
  Male 0.235 0.244 0.210 0.178 0.192 0.225 
  Female 0.370 0.365 0.276 0.228 0.225 0.238 
  Total 0.312 0.312 0.245 0.204 0.207 0.229 
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Table 7. Pauper Test Census of 1899 

    Persons 65 and older with weekly incomes of 10s. or less 
Sources of Income for those not in receipt of relief 

Poor Law 
Unions 

Income 
 ≤ 10s.  

receiving 
poor relief Earnings 

 Help from 
Children 

Friendly Soc 
Benefits  Savings 

  % % % % % % 
All 28 Unions 
     Male 45.7 32.6 58.5 27.9 16.2 12.8 
     Female 73.7 36.3 25.8 70.3 1.7 9.9 
     Total 61.3 35.1 37.1 55.6 6.7 10.9 
London 
     Male 36.3 30.3 54.5 40.4 9.1 4.0 
     Female 75.5 34.8 26.9 78.1 3.1 5.4 
     Total 59.5 33.6 34.5 67.7 4.7 5.0 
Large Towns   
     Male 41.3 30.8 60.1 38.5 8.6 5.3 
    Female 74.4 35.4 31.9 71.6 0.6 5.9 
     Total 60.5 34.1 40.4 61.6 3.0 5.7 
Mining 
     Male 49.3 31.8 24.8 42.0 35.0 15.3 
     Female 73.8 35.6 10.6 81.6 2.8 9.5 
     Total 62.6 34.2 15.9 66.8 14.8 11.7 
Rural  
     Male 48.6 33.8 68.3 18.0 14.7 16.1 
     Female 72.9 37.3 27.2 63.9 1.4 13.2 
     Total 61.8 35.1 42.6 46.7 6.4 14.3 
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Table 8.  Sources of Maintenance for persons 65 and older in rural districts, 1892-3 

  Outdoor         
 Region Relief Charity Relatives Earnings Savings 
  % % % % % 
North 13.0 16.0 22.0 49.0 46.0 
Midlands 23.0 24.0 29.0 46.0 30.0 
West 22.0 15.0 22.0 43.0 36.5 
South 21.0 15.5 24.0 45.5 35.0 
East 29.0 19.0 28.0 49.0 26.0 
England  
     & Wales 22.0 18.0 25.0 46.5 34.5 

Note:  The numbers in each row do not sum to 100%. 
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Table 9.  Changes in Pauperism rates

Registration 1881- 1891- 1901- 1908- 1908- 1908- 
Division 1871 1881 1891 1901 1871 1881 
London 
   Male -0.013 0.005 -0.004 0.037 0.025 0.037 
   Female -0.071 -0.030 0.005 0.001 -0.095 -0.024 
   Total -0.048 -0.016 0.001 0.015 -0.048 0.000 
South East             
   Male -0.065 -0.008 -0.022 0.005 -0.090 -0.025 
   Female -0.099 -0.030 -0.018 -0.013 -0.159 -0.060 
   Total -0.082 -0.019 -0.019 -0.005 -0.125 -0.043 
South Midlands             
   Male -0.067 -0.024 -0.017 0.002 -0.105 -0.038 
   Female -0.103 -0.058 -0.020 -0.015 -0.196 -0.094 
   Total -0.085 -0.041 -0.018 -0.007 -0.152 -0.067 
East             
   Male -0.068 -0.003 0.005 0.008 -0.058 0.010 
   Female -0.096 -0.024 0.012 -0.010 -0.119 -0.022 
   Total -0.083 -0.013 0.009 -0.001 -0.088 -0.005 
South West              
  Male -0.040 -0.034 -0.015 -0.015 -0.104 -0.064 
  Female -0.056 -0.057 -0.018 -0.040 -0.171 -0.114 
  Total -0.048 -0.046 -0.016 -0.029 -0.139 -0.091 
West Midlands             
  Male -0.010 -0.015 -0.014 0.012 -0.028 -0.018 
  Female -0.050 -0.027 -0.016 -0.009 -0.102 -0.052 
  Total -0.031 -0.021 -0.015 0.000 -0.067 -0.036 
North Midlands             
  Male -0.038 0.005 0.011 0.009 -0.012 0.026 
  Female -0.070 -0.009 0.014 -0.006 -0.071 -0.001 
  Total -0.053 -0.001 0.013 0.001 -0.041 0.013 
North West             
  Male -0.015 -0.014 -0.005 0.013 -0.022 -0.006 
  Female -0.074 -0.025 -0.004 -0.008 -0.111 -0.036 
  Total -0.048 -0.020 -0.004 0.001 -0.070 -0.023 
York             
  Male -0.006 -0.014 0.001 0.006 -0.014 -0.008 
  Female -0.039 -0.034 -0.004 -0.017 -0.095 -0.055 
  Total -0.024 -0.025 -0.002 -0.007 -0.056 -0.033 
North             
  Male -0.021 -0.021 0.009 0.022 -0.012 0.010 
  Female -0.070 -0.038 -0.003 0.011 -0.100 -0.030 
  Total -0.049 -0.030 0.002 0.016 -0.061 -0.012 
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Table 10.  Pauperism Rates by Age, March 31, 1906 

Registration Pauperism Rate by Age 
Division 60-65 65-70 60-70 70+ 
London 
   Male 0.105 0.176 0.133 0.255
   Female 0.084 0.171 0.121 0.265
   Total 0.094 0.173 0.127 0.261
South East         
   Male 0.046 0.082 0.062 0.196
   Female 0.054 0.111 0.079 0.217
   Total 0.051 0.098 0.071 0.208
South Midlands         
   Male 0.044 0.086 0.063 0.239
   Female 0.059 0.130 0.091 0.258
   Total 0.052 0.111 0.078 0.250
East         
   Male 0.059 0.098 0.076 0.260
   Female 0.081 0.157 0.115 0.315
   Total 0.071 0.130 0.097 0.291
South West         
   Male 0.040 0.072 0.055 0.208
   Female 0.070 0.133 0.099 0.272
   Total 0.057 0.107 0.079 0.246
West Midlands         
   Male 0.054 0.110 0.078 0.231
   Female 0.065 0.139 0.098 0.252
   Total 0.060 0.126 0.089 0.243
North Midlands         
   Male 0.055 0.101 0.075 0.253
   Female 0.080 0.158 0.115 0.292
   Total 0.068 0.131 0.096 0.275
North West         
   Male 0.062 0.106 0.080 0.161
   Female 0.066 0.125 0.091 0.191
   Total 0.064 0.117 0.086 0.179
Yorkshire         
   Male 0.046 0.096 0.067 0.179
   Female 0.058 0.122 0.085 0.211
   Total 0.052 0.110 0.077 0.197
North         
   Male 0.047 0.096 0.068 0.179
   Female 0.076 0.147 0.106 0.210
   Total 0.061 0.122 0.087 0.196



60 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 11. County-level Pauperism Rates by Age, March 31, 1906 

              % Males in 
County Male Pauperism Rate by age Agriculture 
  60-65 65-70 60-70 70-75  70+  75+ 1901 
SOUTH 
Oxford 0.044 0.085 0.063 0.186 0.277 0.363 0.287 
Cambridge 0.050 0.083 0.065 0.174 0.269 0.355 0.417 
Suffolk 0.051 0.082 0.065 0.180 0.276 0.361 0.353 
Norfolk 0.043 0.085 0.062 0.177 0.274 0.359 0.349 
Wiltshire 0.044 0.083 0.062 0.193 0.263 0.330 0.280 

MIDLANDS 
Hereford 0.040 0.086 0.061 0.168 0.228 0.289 0.426 
Stafford 0.067 0.147 0.101 0.223 0.274 0.339 0.057 
Warwick 0.048 0.097 0.069 0.167 0.215 0.271 0.063 
Leicester 0.069 0.118 0.090 0.222 0.282 0.345 0.106 
Lincoln 0.045 0.085 0.063 0.176 0.253 0.328 0.368 
Derby 0.061 0.104 0.079 0.182 0.218 0.260 0.087 

NORTH 
Lancaster 0.067 0.108 0.083 0.140 0.160 0.191 0.033 
West Riding 0.044 0.091 0.063 0.136 0.167 0.210 0.052 
Durham 0.060 0.119 0.084 0.189 0.222 0.266 0.032 
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Table 12. Weekly Wage Rates by Registration Division 

  Agricultural Bricklayers' 
Registration Laborers Laborers 
Division 1867-70 1898 1886 1900 
  shillings/week shillings/week
London NA NA 26.3 29.2 
Southeast 12.0 14.4 20.5 26.0 
South Midlands 11.9 13.0 18.6 23.0 
East 11.2 11.9 16.3 22.8 
South West 10.5 12.6 18.4 23.4 
West Midlands 11.9 13.8 19.8 25.7 
North Midlands 13.5 16.2 20.7 27.2 
North West 14.3 17.1 24.0 25.5 
Yorkshire 15.6 16.2 21.1 25.6 
North 15.9 17.3 21.1 26.4 

Note: Divisional wage estimates are calculated as 
unweighted averages of county and reporting cities’ wage 
rates. 
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Table 13.  Regressions to explain Old Age Pauperism in 1891-2 

 All Unions No London All Rural 
Constant 4.488 4.659 7.112 

 (0.485) (0.482) (0.789) 

% in Workhouse -0.364 -0.360 -0.350 
 (0.035) (0.034) (0.034) 

Agricultural Wage    -0.516 
   (0.127) 

London 0.657   
 (0.088)   

North 0.055 0.056 0.034 
 (0.053) (0.052) (0.059) 

Midlands 0.279 0.274 0.190 
 (0.048) (0.047) (0.055) 

East 0.520 0.505 0.329 
 (0.057) (0.056) (0.070) 

South 0.571 0.544 0.391 
 (0.051) (0.050) (0.060) 

Southwest 0.470 0.457 0.317 
 (0.056) (0.055) (0.064) 
    
R2 0.440 0.426 0.444 
N 585 556 458 
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Table 14.  Old Age Pensioners in 1912 and Paupers in 1906 
          
  Old Age Paupers 70 and older 
Registration Pensioners March 31, 1906 
Division Mar 1912 Total Male Female 
  % % % % 
London 51.4 26.5 26.1 25.5 
South East 51.1 21.7 20.8 19.6 
South Midlands 61.8 25.8 25.0 23.9 
East 67.0 31.5 29.1 26.0 
South West 60.4 27.2 24.6 20.8 
West Midlands 64.2 25.2 24.3 23.1 
North Midlands 64.3 29.2 27.5 25.3 
North West 62.0 19.1 17.9 16.1 
Yorkshire 62.4 21.1 19.7 17.9 
North 60.5 21.0 19.6 17.9 
     
England 59.8 24.5 23.3 21.5 
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Appendix Table 1.  Ratio of Twelve-month Count to Day count of Paupers 
Data for March 25, 1891-March 25, 1892 and January 1, 1892 
Paupers aged 65 and older 

      Ratio of 12-month count  
Registration      to one-day count 
Division Male Female Total
England 1.600 1.342 1.438
London 2.047 1.670 1.810
South East 1.516 1.271 1.367
South Midlands 1.432 1.273 1.334
East 1.423 1.256 1.319
South West 1.362 1.207 1.259
West Midlands 1.619 1.322 1.436
North Midlands 1.463 1.264 1.339
North West 1.849 1.448 1.591
Yorkshire 1.625 1.352 1.451
North 1.557 1.264 1.362
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Appendix Table 2.  Working-class Pauperism Rates  
Persons 65 and older 

Registration       
District 1871 1891 1908 
London 
   Male 0.610 0.589 0.675 
   Female 0.641 0.434 0.445 
   Total 0.635 0.488 0.526 
South East       
   Male 0.499 0.342 0.305 
   Female 0.582 0.348 0.294 
   Total 0.542 0.345 0.298 
South Midlands       
   Male 0.542 0.356 0.326 
   Female 0.704 0.411 0.346 
   Total 0.627 0.386 0.338 
East       
   Male 0.488 0.344 0.370 
   Female 0.639 0.423 0.426 
   Total 0.567 0.386 0.401 
South West       
  Male 0.488 0.343 0.285 
  Female 0.653 0.458 0.359 
  Total 0.578 0.409 0.328 
West Midlands       
  Male 0.461 0.403 0.397 
  Female 0.556 0.411 0.363 
  Total 0.514 0.407 0.376 
North Midlands       
  Male 0.388 0.320 0.362 
  Female 0.535 0.393 0.407 
  Total 0.463 0.358 0.386 
North West     
  Male 0.448 0.370 0.391 
  Female 0.560 0.355 0.330 
  Total 0.512 0.359 0.352 
Yorkshire       
  Male 0.347 0.300 0.315 
  Female 0.492 0.350 0.309 
  Total 0.427 0.327 0.310 
North       
  Male 0.348 0.255 0.322 
  Female 0.521 0.326 0.340 
  Total 0.445 0.292 0.327 
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Appendix Table 3.  Pauperism Rates by Age, 1871 and 1901 

Registration    Overall    Age 65+   Age 0-64 
Division 1871 1901 1871 1901 1871 1901 
London 4.8 2.2 27.9 21.6 3.9 1.4 
South East 5.4 2.1 27.8 15.7 4.1 1.3 
South Midlands 6.3 2.2 32.9 18.4 4.7 1.3 
East 6.9 2.8 30.1 21.4 5.3 1.6 
South West 6.2 3.1 32.1 21.1 4.4 1.7 
West Midlands 4.0 2.2 25.0 18.3 2.9 1.4 
North Midlands 4.0 2.3 24.2 20.1 2.8 1.4 
North West 3.0 1.6 22.5 15.4 2.3 1.1 
Yorkshire 2.9 1.7 20.6 15.6 2.2 1.1 
North 3.6 1.7 22.9 15.2 2.8 1.2 
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