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ABSTRACT 
POVERTY AND INEQUALITY AMONG OLDER PEOPLE IN POST-WAR 

BRITAIN: THE GENDER DIMENSION  
 This article considers policy influencing older people's economic well-being in 
Britain from the early 1940s to the 1990s, highlighting developments which have 
been particularly relevant to older women's financial circumstances. Poverty among 
older people, relative to younger, has persisted and inequality of income among 
older people, structured particularly by gender, has been growing, due largely to the 
dominant role of private pensions. 

 
RÉSUMÉ 

PAUVRETÉ ET INÉGALITÉ CHEZ LES PERSONNES AGÉES DANS 
L'ANGLETERRE DE L'APRES-GUERRE : LE CAS DES FEMMES 

Cet article étudie les politiques publiques relatives à la vieillesse, du début des 
années 40 aux années 90, et en particulier les évolutions relatives à la situation 
financière des femmes. Les personnes âgées, pendant toute cette période, sont restées 
relativement plus pauvres que les autres. Par ailleurs, au sein de ce groupe, les 
inégalités, et notamment celles qui sont dues au sexe, ont augmenté, en particulier du 
fait de l’importance déterminante des retraites par capitalisation.  
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Income in later life may come from a variety of sources, including earnings, 

family members, the State or charity. The balance of these sources has shifted over 
time as Welfare States introduced pension systems and as private pension coverage 
expanded and matured. In particular, older people's economic reliance on their 
children declined, allowing them the dignity of financial independence of kin. The 
twentieth century has seen a dramatic shift in the sources of income of older people in 
industrialised countries, but the change has differed profoundly according to gender. 
For men, the change has been from mainly earnings to mainly pensions. For example, 
in Britain in 1900, among those aged over 65, 60% of men were recorded as 
economically active but by the 1990s, this proportion had fallen to only 8%. 
However, among British women aged over 65, the corresponding decline in recorded 
economic activity was from 15% to 3%.1 Thus for women, the change has mainly 
been from reliance on family members (or charity in widowhood) to income from 
State pensions, even though these provide an inadequate amount on their own. 

 
In this article, the policy developments influencing older men's and women's 

pension income from the early 1940s to the 1990s are charted, highlighting those 
which are particularly relevant to women and the implications for women's income in 
later life. Individuals aged 80 at the start of the 21st century will have started their 
adult life in 1940 and retired in the 1980s, experiencing many changes in pension 
policy during their working life. Gender inequality of income among older people, has 
been growing. The design of the British Welfare State incorporated the assumption 
that women would either marry and have financial support throughout their life from a 
husband, or would remain single and childless, pursuing a career in the same way as 
men.2 Although State pension provisions have since been modified somewhat to 
reflect changes in gender roles and relations, I shall argue that Britain's heavy reliance 
on private pensions have rendered these adaptations ineffective in ensuring women's 
economic security in later life. Three policy periods are distinguished: establishment 
of State and private pension schemes (1940s-1974); revitalising State pensions (1975-
1980); and State pension retrenchment (1980 on). Finally, I assess the gender impact 
of Britain's approach to income security in later life, making comparisons with other 
industrialised countries. First, however, the question of defining and measuring 
poverty is considered. 

 
Measuring Poverty in Later Life 

  
British governments have been reluctant to define a poverty level. However, the 

present Labour Government accepts that the 25% of pensioner households with less 
than 60% of pensioners' median net income are poor. Only a fifth of these households 

                                                           
1 S. ARBER & J. GINN, Gender and Later Life: a Sociological Analysis of Resources and 
Constraints, London: Sage, 1991. 
2 R. LISTER, " 'She has other duties' – Women, citizenship and social security", pp. 31-44 in 
S. BALDWIN & J. FALKINGHAM (eds.), Social Security and Social Change. New 
Challenges to the Beveridge Model, Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994. 
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are receiving means-tested Income Support (social assistance)3 but many others who 
are entitled do not claim the benefit due to dislike of the means test. Of the 2.5 million 
pensioners estimated as entitled to Income Support, only 2 million receive it, out of a 
pensioner population of 10 million.4  

 
The level of Income Support (£78 per week in 2000) is accepted by the Social 

Security Minister as insufficient to live on but there is no government research to 
establish how much income older people need to avoid poverty. A recent independent 
study calculated the minimum incomes required in 1998 for a Low Cost but 
Acceptable (LCA) standard of living for older people, taking account of 
psychological and social as well as physical needs. The LCA "marks the threshold 
below which good health, social integration and satisfactory standards…are at 
risk".5 The research found that the minimum required for a lone home-owning woman 
aged 65-74 was just under £100 per week (£121 for a tenant), while the Income 
Support level in 1998 was only £70. Thus the 20% of pensioners receiving Income 
Support would, according to this research, have a standard of living far below the 
minimum acceptable level, as would those who are eligible but do not claim. Many 
more older people are ineligible for Income Support due to modest savings or small 
amounts of other income, yet still have an income less than the LCA amount. Thus in 
terms of ability to afford a standard of living deemed acceptable in Britain as we enter 
the 21st century, poverty is widespread among older people, especially among older 
women living alone.  

 
For married and cohabiting women, there is the question of whether poverty 

should be measured by their notionally shared income or by the income to which they 
have independent entitlement and access (for example, their own earnings or 
pensions). Even where income is shared approximately equally between spouses, does 
the need to rely on family members' willingness to share imply poverty? Many older 
people in Britain dislike claiming Income Support because they find the means-testing 
process stigmatising, an affront to their dignity. Similarly, having to rely on family 
members for basic survival needs may be experienced as demeaning and it reinforces 
women's subordinate position relative to their husbands. Both of these situations 
imply a status which is less than full citizenship. Therefore, in examining gender 
differences in older people's income, I shall use individuals' independent income 
rather than assuming equal sharing between partners. 

 
Expansion of State and Private Pensions 

 
The high risk of poverty among older people was first highlighted by Charles 

Booth in the late nineteenth century, and confirmed by Seebohm Rowntree's surveys 
in the late 1930s. At this time of economic depression, employment of older men had 
fallen to about 40%. In spite of the means-tested non-contributory old age pension, 

                                                           
3 SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE, Pensioner Poverty, London: The Stationery Office, 
2000, p. 79. 
4 Ibid., p. 88. 
5 H. PARKER (ed.), Low Cost but Acceptable Incomes for Older People. A Minimum Income 
Standard for Households aged 65-74 in the UK, London: Age Concern England, 2000, p. xix. 
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which was introduced in 1908 for those aged over 70, and a contributory pension 
from 1925, "poverty of old age was more acute than poverty due to any other 
cause".6 New supplementary pensions introduced by the 1940 Old Age and Widows 
Pensions Act were rapidly taken up and by 1946 1.5 million were receiving them. 
However, eligibility was restricted to those already receiving contributory, old age or 
widow's pensions.7 

 
Meanwhile, the 1942 Beveridge Report set out the foundations of the British 

Welfare State, which was intended to vanquish poverty as well as the four other 
'giants' – Disease, Idleness, Squalor and Ignorance – through a comprehensive system 
of collective insurance. The 1946 National Insurance Act and allied 1948 National 
Assistance Act, implemented by the Labour Government elected in 1945, were widely 
welcomed. The hated Victorian Poor Law was finally abolished in 1948, removing the 
legal liability of children to support their elderly parents. The legislation marked a 
decisive ideological shift in favour of State planning, a change stemming from the 
unifying effects of national struggle and from the evident success of wartime State 
control of the economy. The principle of State social insurance was accepted by most 
trade unions and by employers, pre-war opposition having been muted by the wartime 
experience. Although doubts lingered in the Treasury, no serious argument was made 
that pensions and health care should be left to the market.  

 
The pension introduced by the 1946 National Insurance Act was intended to be 

based on a funded, actuarially balanced, scheme. National Insurance (NI) 
contributions by employees and employers would accumulate in a fund from which 
pensions would start to be paid after 20 years. For reasons of political expediency, 
however, the pension was paid in full immediately, leading to a Pay-As-You-Go 
(PAYG) scheme. The amount of the pension was originally intended to be "sufficient 
without further resources to provide the minimum income needed for subsistence",8 
although low enough to encourage voluntary additional saving. However, Beveridge's 
'subsistence' amounts were not based on objective study of need and were more 
miserly than Rowntree's 'primary poverty' standard. Compared with social insurance 
in other European countries, the NI contributions were (and are) relatively low, 
limiting the value of the pension and perpetuating reliance on means-tested benefits 
for many working-class pensioners and widows. Ever since its introduction, the low 
level of the pension has been a focus of campaigning by pensioners faced with 
poverty-level income. The value of the pension did increase slightly, as a proportion 
of male manual earnings, from 19.1% in 1948 to 21.5% in 1975,9 yet for most of the 
post-war period it has remained about 10% below the level of means-tested benefits 
and thus wholly inadequate to live on. 

 
                                                           
6 B. ROWNTREE, Poverty and Progress: a Second Social Survey, London: Longman Green, 
1941. 
7 NUFFIELD FOUNDATION, Old People: Report of a survey committee on the problems of 
ageing and the care of older people, under the chairmanship of B. Seebohm Rowntree, 
London: Oxford University Press, 1947. 
8 W. BEVERIDGE, Social Insurance and Allied Services, Cmnd 6404, London: HMSO, 1942, 
p.122. 
9 JOHNSON & FALKINGHAM, 1992. 
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Most women who are currently over State pension age receive less than the full 
amount of the basic pension. They were ill-served by the new scheme, due to the 
assumption that they would be financially supported by a husband. A married man's 
contributions buys a basic flat-rate pension for two – his own and a reduced (60%) 
Category B pension for his wife, which is enhanced to 100% if she becomes a widow. 
Married women were handicapped by the notorious 'half test', whereby those paying 
contributions for less than half their working life since marriage lost the value of all 
their contributions. Periods of caring for children, parents or parents-in-law attracted 
no pension credits. Married women were further discouraged from building their own 
pension by the right to opt for reduced NI contributions which carried no pension 
entitlement – the Married Woman's Exemption. Because women have been treated 
primarily as dependants of men, only a quarter of women pensioners receive a basic 
pension solely from their own contributions and only half of these (13% of older 
women) receive the full amount. A further third are married women with a Category B 
(60%) pension and just over 40% are widows with a Category B (100%) pension.10 

 
 One advantage for women, a State pension age of 60 compared with 65 for men, 

was conceded in 1940 following representations from two quarters.11 First, the 
National Spinsters Association argued that single women deserved a pension at 55 
because many cared for dependent older relatives, they earned lower wages than men 
and were often forced by employers to retire in their fifties. Second, complaints of 
poverty among retired couples were made to the Government; because husbands were 
on average several years older than their wives, a couple had to manage on only one 
pension until the wife reached 65. The concession allowed the minority of women 
who had earned their own pension to receive it at age 60 and ensured that most 
married women would receive a category B pension as soon as their husband reached 
age 65. This was deemed a cheaper solution than increasing the level of the basic 
pension. 

  
 The basic pension was uprated broadly in line with national earnings throughout 

the post-war period until 1975, but remained very low compared with European 
pensions. From 1961, a small Graduated Pension was introduced. This extended an 
earnings-related scheme to those excluded from occupational pensions, but was too 
little and too late to stem the demand for private provision.12  

 
The low level of State pensions fostered rapid expansion in private occupational 

pension coverage from only 13% of the workforce in 1936 to 47% in 1967, falling 
slightly to 46% in the 1970s. While other European States provided or sponsored 
earnings-related pensions, Beveridge's recommendations had "furthered the 
conditions within social security for the growth of a multi-billion-pound enterprise of 

                                                           
10 SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE, op. cit., p. 168. 
11 P. THANE, "The muddled history of retiring at 60 and 65", New Society, 3 August 1978, pp. 
234-6. 
12 L. HANNAH, Inventing Retirement. The Development of Occupational Pensions in Britain, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986. 
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private pensions".13  
 
Most occupational pension schemes provide a defined benefit pension at 

retirement, based on the individual's years of membership and final salary (their 
average salary in the final few years of service). Because employers generally make 
extra contributions to their occupational pension schemes, these are effectively a form 
of deferred wages and represent a valuable fringe benefit of employment. British 
employers' welfare payments, as a proportion of total employee remuneration, 
doubled between the mid-1960s and the 1980s, improving benefits for the minority of 
the population belonging to an occupational pension scheme but exacerbating the 
social division of welfare.14  

 
The social cleavage was of gender as well as class, with women's coverage by 

private pensions remaining well below men's.15 Part time employees (mainly women) 
were excluded and small employers in the private sector, for whom women often 
work, rarely operated an occupational pension scheme. Moreover, the return on 
contributions in an occupational pension scheme is greatest for those with continuous 
membership and earnings which rise with age. Those who leave the scheme early, 
mainly women with family responsibilities, receive poorer value for their 
contributions and women tend to have a flatter earnings profile than men, leading to a 
lower Final Salary and hence a lower pension even for the minority of women whose 
length of service matched men's.  

 
With the interests of large employers, pension fund investors, non-manual 

employees and organised male manual workers served by occupational pensions, the 
political basis of the defence of State pensions was seriously weakened in the 1950s 
and 1960s. Yet many workers were excluded from occupational pensions, facing 
retirement on very low incomes from State pensions. New pension plans were 
proposed by both major political parties but scrapped before implementation. It was 
not until 1975 that a Labour Government introduced a radical new State pension 
scheme, which addressed a number of the inadequacies of State pension provision. 

 
Revitalising State Pensions (1975-1980) 

 
In 1975, Labour's Social Security Benefits Act heralded major improvements to 

the British State pension system. First, the basic pension was formally indexed to rises 
in national earnings or prices, whichever was the higher. This ensured that older 
people would be able to share in rising national prosperity. It also meant that, unlike 
private pensions, which were eroded by inflation during retirement, the basic pension 
would provide a bedrock (however low) on which individuals could build other 
sources of income without becoming subject to means-testing. 

 
Second, the pension needs of women, who had for long borne the brunt of poverty 

                                                           
13 E. SHRAGGE, Pensions Policy in Britain: a Socialist Analysis, London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1984, p. 33. 
14 R. TITMUSS, Essays on the Welfare State, London: Allen and Unwin, 1958. 
15 ARBER & GINN, op. cit., 1991.  
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in old age, were explicitly addressed. Home Responsibilities Protection (HRP) 
allowed years of family caring to count towards eligibility for the basic State pension. 
The 'half test' was abolished and the Married Woman's Exemption phased out. A new 
State Earnings Related Pension Scheme (SERPS) replaced the meagre Graduated 
Pension. Benefits were to be based on the best 20 years of earnings and entitlements 
were automatically portable across jobs or across gaps in employment – a great 
advantage for those with interrupted employment patterns.  

 
This new State pension package was redistributive towards the low paid, as well 

as minimising the adverse effect of women's caring responsibilities on their State 
pension income. A woman on average female manual earnings could expect (at 
maturity of SERPS in 1998) a replacement rate of 50% of her earnings from the 
combination of basic pension and SERPS, while her higher paid non-manual sister 
could expect a replacement rate of 43%.16 The benefits of the 1975 legislation were 
shared across generations, helping both current pensioners and working-age people. 
The reinvigoration of State pensions was short lived however, overtaken by the neo-
liberalist reforms of the 1980s.  

 
Retrenchment (1980-1990s) 

 
With the election of a Conservative Government in 1979, an individualistic, 

competitive ideology gained ascendancy, accompanied by monetarism, marketisation 
and privatisation. State welfare was attacked as breeding a 'culture of dependency' and 
stifling wealth-creating enterprise, while public sector institutions were castigated as 
inherently inefficient. The ensuing spate of reforms included cutting State pensions 
and promoting private personal pensions as an alternative to SERPS. The main 
changes since 1979 are briefly outlined. 

  
Indexing the basic State pension to prices only from 1980 on eroded its relative 

value from 20% of average male earnings in 1980 to 16% by 1990. It is projected to 
decline to only 7% by 2050, falling ever further below the level of means-tested 
benefits. As a result, by 1994 a third of pensioners required means-tested benefits,17 
while those with small additional pensions (less than £40 per week in 1993) faced a 
poverty trap, receiving little financial benefit from them due to the operation of the 
means test.18  

The second tier SERPS was scaled back in the Social Security Act, 1986, so that it 
would in future provide a maximum pension of 20% (instead of 25%) of average 
revalued earnings. Moreover, the pension was to be based on average earnings over a 
working life of 44 years for women and 49 years for men, instead of average over the 
best 20 years. This change will substantially reduce the amount of SERPS pension for 
those with periods out of employment or on low earnings, compared with the original 
formula which would have become operative from 1998. This was not the only loss 

                                                           
16 D. GROVES, "Women and financial provision for old age", pp. 38-60 in M. MACLEAN & 
D. GROVES, (eds.), Women's Issues in Social Policy, London: Routledge, 1991. 
17 P. JOHNSON, The Pensions Dilemma, London: IPPR, 1992. 
18 J. HILLS, The Future of Welfare. A Guide to the Debate,York: Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, 1993, p. 28.  
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for women. From the year 2002, widows will inherit only half their deceased 
husband's SERPS, instead of the whole amount.  

 
From 1988, the Government provided financial incentives to opt out of SERPS 

into the new personal pensions. Millions took the bait, providing lucrative business 
for the personal pensions industry but dubious benefits to most premium payers, 
especially the low paid.19 Many employees succumbed to high-pressure sales 
techniques and opted out of an advantageous occupational pension scheme into a 
personal pension – the mis-selling scandal.20 Although the Government claimed that 
opting out would reduce public spending, the net cost of the incentives from 1988-93 
was estimated as £6,000 million (1988 prices).21 Treasury expenditure on tax reliefs 
grew dramatically under the Thatcher administration, from £1,200 million in 1979 to 
£8,200 million in 1991.22 Thus public funds were diverted from pensions for the older 
population in order to boost the private sector of pensions through subsidies. 

  
The 1995 Pensions Act brought a further cut to State pensions in the future, 

affecting women only; their State pension age will be raised from 60 to 65, phasing in 
the change from 2010 until 2020. This will substantially reduce the amount of State 
pension income for women born after 1950, unless they are able to continue in full 
time employment until age 65.23  

  
How was the Conservative Government able to carry out this attack on State 

pensions, especially since public opinion during the 1980s was increasingly 
supportive of State welfare, even if this meant increasing taxes?24 One ploy was to 
deny that there was poverty among older people, portraying pensioners as affluent and 
suggesting that 70% had private pensions.25 The press followed suit, focusing on a 
minority of very wealthy younger pensioners, labelling them WOOPIES – Well-Off 
Older People. In fact, pensioners in 1985 were 15% of the total population but 
comprised less than 5% of the top income quintile of the population and 25% of the 
lowest income quintile. The small number of pensioners who were well-off were 
predominantly younger, from higher social classes, married and male.26 In the debate 
over pensioners' income, gender differences and in particular older women's lack of 

                                                           
19 B. DAVIES & S. WARD, Women and Personal Pensions, London: HMSO, 1992. 
20 P. WARD, The Great Pensions Robbery, Preston: Waterfall Books, 1996. 
21 NATIONAL AUDIT OFFICE, Elderly People: Information requirements for supporting the 
elderly and implications of personal pensions for the National Insurance fund, London: 
HMSO, 1990. 
22 M. WILKINSON, "British Tax Policy 1979-1990: Equity and Efficiency", Politics and 
Politics, 21(3). 
23 S. HUTTON, S. KENNEDY, & P. WHITEFORD, Equalisation of State Pension Ages: The 
Gender Impact, Manchester: Equal Opportunities Commission, 1995. 
24 J. HILLS & O. LELKES, "Social security, selective universalism and patchwork 
redistribution", pp. 1-22 in R. JOWELL et al. (eds.), British Social Attitudes; the 16th Report. 
Who Shares New Labour Values?, Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999. 
25 J. GINN & P. DUGARD, "Statistics: a gendered agenda", Radical Statistics, 58, 1994, pp. 2-
14. 
26 J. FALKINGHAM & C. VICTOR, The Myth of the Woopie? Incomes, the Elderly and 
Targetting Welfare, WSP/55. London: STICERD, 1999. 
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occupational pensions were ignored.27  
 
Private Pensions: Fuelling Growing Income Inequality Among 

Pensioners 
 
Income inequality among pensioner households has widened considerably in the 

last 20 years. Between 1979 and 1997 incomes of the richest fifth of pensioners grew 
by around 80% while that of the poorest fifth grew by only 30% (after allowing for 
inflation). The comparable rise in average earnings was nearly 40%.28 Inequality 
between men and women also grew. Analysis of national survey data by the author 
showed that between the mid-1980s and mid-1990s, women pensioners' median 
personal income fell as a proportion of men's from 71 to 62%.29  

 
Gender inequality of income in later life is striking and is related to women's 

earlier domestic roles, as indicated by their marital status (see Table 1, page 110). 
While men's median income was 30% of average male earnings, women's median 
income was only 19%. Married women were poorest, with a median income which 
was only 12% of male average earnings, while single women's median income was 
higher at 27%, with widows and divorcees receiving intermediate incomes.  

 
Two trends have contributed to the rise in income inequality among older people: 

the decline in the basic State pension relative to earnings and the maturation of private 
(mainly occupational) pensions. The chief source of older people's income is State 
(National Insurance) pensions and other State benefits, which tend to have a levelling 
effect on the pensioner income distribution. However, State pensions are declining as 
a proportion of older people's income, partly due to the basic pension being indexed 
only to prices since 1980. For example, the basic pension for a non-married pensioner 
in 2000 is £67 per week but would have been £97 if it had been indexed to national 
earnings. Although Home Responsibilities Protection in the basic pension helps 
women to obtain the full amount of basic pension, it has only operated since 1978 so 
that many older women missed its benefits. SERPS, because it is an earnings related 
scheme, has contributed to gender inequality of income (although to a limited extent 
since it was not introduced until 1978). Thus total State pension income (basic plus 
SERPS) is lower for women than for men. In 1999, nearly half of older men received 
over £80 per week from State pensions, compared with only 14% of women; men's 

                                                           
27 J. GINN & S. ARBER, "Gender, class and income inequalities in later life", British Journal 
of Sociology, 42(3), 1991, pp. 369-96. J. GINN & S. ARBER, "Heading for Hardship: How the 
British pension system has failed women", pp. 216-234 in S. BALDWIN, & J. 
FALKINGHAM (eds.), Social Security and Social Change: New Challenges to the Beveridge 
Model, Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994. 
28 SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE, Pensioner Poverty, London: The Stationery Office, 
2000, p. 78. 
29 J. GINN & S. ARBER, "Changing patterns of pension inequality: the shift from State to 
private sources", Ageing and Society, 19(3), 1999, pp. 319-342. 
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average weekly amount was £80, women's £58.30 This includes women's Category B 
pensions based on their husbands' National Insurance contributions.  
 
Table 1. Total personal income of men and women aged 65+ by marital status, 1993-4: Gross 

amounts, £/wk 
  Median Median as % of   N 
   average male earnings* 
 Men £110 30%   2704 
 Women  £ 68 19%   3874 
Women: 
 Married  £ 42 12%   1552    
 Widowed  £ 75 21%   1864  
 Div/sep  £ 70 19%     149 
 Single  £ 97 27%     309 

* £362 per week in 1994 
 
Source: General Household Survey 1993–4 (author's analysis) 

 
As the private occupational pensions which employees joined in the 1950s and 

1960s mature, they provide a growing proportion of total pensioner income. While 
this is a 'success story' for those fortunate enough to have such income, it is very 
unevenly distributed, favouring those with continuous full time employment in well-
paid non-manual occupations. Analysis of survey data showed that private pension 
income, as a proportion of total income, increased from 17 to 25% for men and from 
7 to 11% for women, between 1985 and 1994. Women were much less likely than 
men to have a private pension but even among those who did, their median income 
from this source fell from 65 to 56% of men's between the mid-1980s and the mid-
1990s.31 Thus private pensions are a growing source of income differentiation among 
older people. 

 
Contrary to media assertions of private pension affluence, by the mid-1990s half 

of all older people and two thirds of older women had no private pension income, 
even including those widows with pensions from their deceased husbands' 
employment (see Table 2). Moreover, for some pensioners with this source of income, 
the amounts were trivial. Among men and women with private pension income, men's 
median amount was £46 per week but women's only £26. Even if the 35% of women 
with the advantage of a private pension also had a full basic pension of £58 per week, 
half of them would receive a total pension income of only £74 per week, representing 
only 20% of average male earnings. The pattern of receipt of private pensions among 
older women according to marital status is similar to that of total income (shown in 
Table 1). Women who had ever been married were far less likely than single women 
to have a private pension. For example, only 22% of married women had this source 
of income, compared with 61% of single women. Among ever-married women with a 
private pension, the median amount was under £25 per week; only for single (never-
married) women was the median amount over £50 per week. Income differences 
among older women according to marital status clearly locate the origin of their low 

                                                           
30 DSS, Retirement Pensions Summary of Statistics, London: DSS, 1999. 
31 Ibid. 
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income in their varying attachment to earlier domestic roles. They reflect the 
devastating impact that unpaid family work, especially childrearing, has on women's 
employment and lifetime earnings in Britain.32 

 
 

Table 2. Percentage with a private pension and average amounts, men and women aged 65+, 
by marital status, 1993-4: Average gross amounts, £/wk 

      
  % with private pension. for those with private pension         
  %   N Median Mean    N 
 All 48 6578  £36.0 £68.6  3160 
 Men 67 2704  £46.2 £84.2  1800 
 Women 35 3874  £26.0 £47.9  1360 
Women: 
 Married 22 1552  £23.1 £40.1   338 
 Widowed* 42 1864  £24.7 £45.8   790  
 Div/sep 30   149  £26.4 £42.2     44 
 Single 61   309  £53.5 £71.8   188  

* includes widows' pensions 
Source: General Household Survey 1993–4 (author's analysis) 
 
Private pensions also differentiate the older population according to class and 

ethnicity. For example, among the highest occupational group of men (professionals 
and managers), nearly 90% received a private pension and this source provided half 
of the total income of this privileged group. At the other extreme, only a fifth of men 
who had worked in unskilled manual occupations had a private pension, providing 
less than 20% of the total income of this group.33 Older people from minority ethnic 
groups are less likely than white men and women to have a private pension. Among 
men in their 70s, over 70% of white men had a private pension compared with 42% 
for Indians, 53% for Blacks and only 13% for Pakistanis and Bangladeshis. Among 
women in their 70s, the percentages were 37 for whites, 29 for Blacks but less than 
15% for Asians. The median amounts of private pension income followed a similar 
pattern of ethnic and gender differentiation.34 These inequalities in private pension 
income mean that older people with working class occupations or from minority 
ethnic groups are at high risk of poverty and social exclusion. If they are also women, 
the probability of having to rely on means-tested Income Support or on financial 
support from family members is multiplied. 

 
Comparing Britain's Pensions with Other Anglophone Countries 
 
One might expect some similarity in pensioner poverty levels and degree of 

income inequality among six countries – Britain, Ireland, the US, Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand – which share a liberal orientation to the Welfare State. However, 
there are substantial differences, as shown in a comparison of these countries' 
                                                           
32 K. RAKE, K. (ed.), Women’s Incomes over the Lifetime. London: The Stationery Office, 
2000. 
33 GINN & ARBER, loc. cit., 1999. 
34 J. GINN & S. ARBER, "Ethnic inequality in later life: Variation in financial circumstances 
by gender and ethnic group", Education and Ageing, 15(1), 2000, pp. 65-83. 
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treatment of women in their pension system.35 
 
In terms of poverty prevention, none of the six countries provides basic State 

pensions at an adequate amount by European standards, although New Zealand, 
providing a lone pensioner with 44% of the net average wage, has the best claim to 
adequacy and Britain the worst (15% of average male earnings). In the first tier of 
basic and needs-tested pensions, New Zealand and Canadian pensioners fare best. 
New Zealand also uprates pensions in line with wage gains, ensuring that pensioners 
share in productivity gains in their economy.  

  
Gender disparity is greatest in the US and Britain, while older women's and men's 

incomes were more equal in the other four countries. Among low income non-married 
older Canadians, incomes were very similar and among the remainder of non-married 
older Canadians, women's average income was 78% of men's. Older Irish women's 
average incomes were 87% of men's. The gender difference in lone pensioner income 
is very small in Australia and New Zealand. Among older non-married Australians, 
women's average net income was 94% of men's. In New Zealand the near-universality 
of a pension at one third of the net average wage (over 40% for those living alone) 
and the rarity of private pensions ensures gender similarity of pensioner incomes; 
among those aged over 65, women’s median income was 98% of men’s in 1996.  

 
Thus countries where private pensions play the largest role (Britain and the US) 

show the greatest gender inequality in retirement incomes. Evidence from the six 
countries suggests that this is not only because men are better able than women to 
obtain good private pensions but also because tax spending to subsidize private 
pensions reduces the resources needed to provide redistributive State pensions at an 
adequate level to all older people. In both Britain and the US, women receive 
significantly smaller State pensions than men, due to their contributory nature, despite 
an element of redistribution towards women through childcare drop-out years (HRP in 
Britain) and a progressive benefit structure. In contrast, flat-rate universal pensions 
equalize incomes between men and women, but usually at levels insufficiently high to 
prevent poverty. While needs-tested pensions are required in all the countries except 
New Zealand to ensure women’s income adequacy in old age, these often deprive 
married women of financial independence by relating the amount of benefit to joint 
resources of the couple.  

 
The proportion of GDP spent on public pensions in the six countries in the late 

1990s ranged from 3.1% in Australia, 3.9% in the US, 4.0% in New Zealand, 4.4% in 
Britain, 4.8% in Ireland and 5.2% Canada.36 These are all much lower than European 
levels in the 1990s – over 10% of GDP in France, Germany and Italy for example –
 where State pensions are more generous than in Britain. However, there is no clear 
relationship between pension spending and pension outcomes in the six liberal 
Welfare States.  

 

                                                           
35 J. GINN, D. STREET, & S. ARBER (eds.), Women, Work and Pensions: International 
Issues and Prospects, Buckingham: Open University Press, forthcoming. 
36 Ibid. 
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The election of a Labour Government in Britain in 1997 brought no fundamental 
change in pension policy. Indeed Labour aims to continue the privatisation of 
pensions, shifting the balance between State and private provision from the current 
60:40 to 40:60 by 2050 and reducing the proportion of GDP spent on State pensions. 
Although SERPS is being reformed to boost the pensions of the low paid, pension 
researchers have shown, using computer simulation, that poverty and widespread 
means-testing of pensioners will persist under these reforms, especially for women.37 

 
Improving the basic State pension would require some increase in National 

Insurance (NI) contributions, which are currently low by European standards. For 
example, tax and social security deductions as a percentage of average earnings in 
1999 were 25% in Britain, 29% in France, 37% in Sweden, 38% in Germany and 
Denmark and 42% in Belgium.38 Some idea of the cost of a better basic pension is 
given by calculations made in 1998. At that time, replacing the basic pension of £65 
per week with a Citizen's Pension of £90 per week payable to all pensioners over age 
65 would require an increase in employees' NI contributions from 10 to 14.6%, or an 
increase in income tax rates of 3.5 percentage points. Of course, the cost could be met 
in many other ways, such as reducing or removing tax relief on private pension 
contributions, abolishing the present Upper Earnings Limit on NI contributions, or 
increasing employers' NI contributions to the EU average level, instead of reducing 
them, as happened in the 1990s.  

 
Whether such a Citizen's Pension is considered "affordable" depends on political 

choices. A Citizen's Pension would greatly reduce the current penalty women pay for 
providing family care at the expense of their own employment and earnings. The costs 
would mainly fall on middle class men and/or employers.  

 
Conclusions 

 
For much of the post-war period the distribution of wealth and income in Britain 

was becoming more equal, both for workers and pensioners. However, the ideological 
and legislative attack on the Welfare State by the Conservative Government since 
1979 reduced welfare provision for older people, betraying the pension promises on 
which people had planned their lives. Cutting SERPS and decoupling the basic 
pension from national earnings has eroded the redistributive effects of State pensions, 
while diverting public resources into financial incentives and tax reliefs for private 
pensions has helped the better off. Since women rely more heavily on State pensions 
than men due to women's lower lifetime earnings, the shift in public resources towards 
private pensions has contributed to a growing gender divide in later life income. For 
similar reasons, older people from ethnic minorities and those who previously worked 
in lower paid occupations are falling behind national standards of living. 

 

                                                           
37 K. RAKE (ed.), Women’s Incomes over the Lifetime, London: The Stationery Office, 2000. 
J. FALKIGHAM & K. RAKE, "Modelling the Gender Impact of British Pension Reforms", 
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The construction of increasing longevity as a fiscal problem, of older people as a 
burden and the myth of pensioner affluence have all been used to legitimate reforms 
which have been driven by political ideology and the interests of the private finance 
industry. "A matter of political choice and social justice has been hidden in fragile 
pretensions to economic soundness and virtue".39  

 
Better State pensions, which could dramatically reduce poverty in the older 

population and end the scourge of means-testing, are affordable. Yet British 
Governments over the past 20 years have preferred to boost private pensions at the 
expense of State pensions and deal with the resulting poverty and inequality through 
means-testing.  
 

Britain has moved further towards the individualisation of risk and marketisation 
of welfare than elsewhere in EU, in spite of facing more modest population ageing. 
The example of Britain provides a warning to other EU countries of the levels of 
pensioner poverty and inequality to be expected if the private pensions industry is 
allowed to replace State welfare for older people. 

                                                           
39 D. MABBETT, Pension Funding: Economic Imperative or Political Strategy?, London: 
Brunel University, 1997. 


