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In contrast to the wartime emergency measures discussed in the preceding article, the 
changes outlined briefly here represent presumably permanent trends in the development of the 
British program for old-age security. 

IN 1934 Great B r i t a i n established a nat ional ly 
financed and administered system of relief for 
the able-bodied unemployed who could no t qual i fy 
for unemployment insurance benefits, had ex
hausted the ir r ights t o such benefits, or needed 
their insurance benefits supplemented. V a r y i n g 
local standards of relief t o the unemployed were 
thus replaced by u n i f o r m scales of allowances and 
u n i f o r m definitions of need. Since 1921 a large 
p a r t of the burden of caring for the unemployed 
had been carried by the N a t i o n a l Government 
through the payment of extended unemployment 
insurance benefits. I n 1931 the insurance system 
was l i m i t e d to provis ion of benefits for 26 weeks 
i n a year. T h e cost of relief to insured workers 

who remained unemployed beyond this period was 
financed by the Nat ional Government, though the 
means test was administered by local author i 
ties. I n 1934 the administrat ion of relief for the 
entire group of employable persons—both those 
previously covered by unemployment insurance 
and those not previously covered—was made 
subject to Nat ion-wide standards and entrusted 
to a new agency, the Unemployment Assistance 
Board . 

I n M a r c h of this year this Board was made 
responsible for the administrat ion of supple
mentary relief payments to needy recipients of 
old-age pensions, and its name was changed to 
the Assistance Board . Th i s change is of impor t 
ance w i t h respect to the future bo th of public 
assistance and of old-age insurance. 



So far as the r ights of the aged are concerned, 
this stop represents a compromise w i t h the de
mands of groups who have been urging an increase 
in the regular f lat contr ibutory insurance benefit 
of 10s. weekly, payable since 1925 to al l insured 
persons aged 65 or over and to their wives who 
have attained t h a t age, regardless of employment 
or other income. 1 The Labour Par ty in particular 
has advocated for several years a doubl ing of this 
amount for single persons and a 15s. increase for 
married persons, condit ional upon the pensioner's 
retiring from employment. The Labour program 
also included corresponding increases in amounts 
paid to widows and orphans, a lowering of the 
age for receipt of pensions to 55 for wives of 
pensioners and to 60 for unemployed persons 
certified by the Unemployment Assistance Board 
as unlikely for economic reasons to regain normal 
employment; i t also advocated provision for 
voluntary purchase of addit ional amounts of 
insurance by persons covered under the contr ibu 
tory system. M a n y Liberals as well have ad 
vocated some increase i n the benefits provided. 
I n July 1939 the Government promised an inqu i ry 
into the s i tuat i on ; early in 1940 a revised pensions 
plan was introduced and enacted into law on 
March 21 as the Old Age and Widows ' Pensions 
Act, 1940. 

The act is divided into two main sections; par t 
I is to be effective Ju ly 1, par t I I , a m o n t h later. 
Part I lowers the age for receipt of contr ibutory 
pensions from 65 to 60 years for a l l insured wo
men, whether single, marr ied , or widowed, as 
well as for the wives of insured men who have 
reached age 65. The Min is ter of H e a l t h , in dis
cussing the b i l l in Parl iament, stated t h a t this 
change would increase f rom 28 percent to 63 
percent the proport ion of cases i n which husband 
and wife would bo th qual i fy for a pension when 
the husband reached age 65. The act also lowers 
to 60 the age at which women cease to pay con
tributions for health and unemployment insur
ance and to be eligible for cash benefits under 
these programs. To prevent hardship, however, 
the Minister of Hea l th may, dur ing a transit ional 
period of 5 years, authorize the payment of such 
benefits to women at age 60 who were insured 
under those acts before the passage of the revised 

pensions act and who are not immediately ent i t led 
to old-age benefits. 

The addit ional cost of pensions for women 
between the ages of 60 and 65 is to be met p a r t l y 
through an increase i n the rate of contr ibut ion of 
2d. a week for men and 3d. for women, 1d. of which 
is paid by the employer i n bo th cases. Employed 
women w i l l cease to pay contributions after they 
reach 60, although the employer w i l l continue to 
pay his share as he has done for men and women 
at age 65. Since women w i l l also cease to pay 
contr ibutions for health and unemployment 
insurance a t age 60, this group has received a 
substantial increase i n benefits i n relat ion to its 
contr ibutions. The Nat iona l Government has 
at the same time assumed considerably increased 
financial responsibilities, part i cu lar ly w i t h respect 
to women aged 60 at the t ime the act was passed. 

Part I I provides for supplementary payments to 
needy old-age insurance beneficiaries and to per
sons over 70 i n receipt of noncontr ibutory old-age 
pensions. This assistance is to be administered b y 
the Assistance Board . The supplementation is t o 
be at standards not less favorable t h a n those ap
p ly ing since 1934 to the unemployed, and the same 
"household means" test is to be used i n determin
ing need. To faci l i tate the introduct ion of the 
new system, the act provides t h a t no new de
terminat ion of need shall be made by the Board i n 
cases i n which pensioners are current ly receiving 
allowances f rom local authorit ies. The supple
mentary relief payments under the act are to be 
financed entirely by the Exchequer. However, 
the act provides for an annual contr ibut i on f rom 
the local public assistance authorit ies to the N a 
t ional Exchequer a t the rate of £ l m i l l i o n f r o m 
England and Wales and £175,000 f rom Scotland, 
the proport ion paid by each local author i ty to be de
termined by the Min is ter of Hea l th or, i n Scotland, 
the Secretary of State. The payment of these 
amounts may be satisfied b y a deduction of an 
equal sum from the general grant - in -a id payable 
by the Exchequer to the local a u t h o r i t y . 

These provisions were the subject of lengthy 
discussion in the House of Commons, and con
siderable cr i t i c ism was advanced, part i cu lar ly by 
Labour members, against the extension of the 
means test. I n reply the Government pointed out 
t h a t flat-rate increases of any amount m i g h t re 
sult i n payments too high for single persons and 

1 See F l e i s h e r , A l e x a n d e r , and K o c h e r , Eric, " B r i t i s h C o n t r i b u t o r y P e n 
s i o n s . " Social Security Bulletin, V o l . 2, N o . 4 ( A p r i l 1939), p p . 14-18 . 



too low for workers w i t h dependents; t h a t the 
household means test, a l though distasteful, of
fered m u c h more adequate supplementary pay
ments t h a n those current ly available f rom local 
authori t ies ; t h a t the existence of a war emergency 
prevented the expenditure of as large a sum of 
money as would be required for a general increase 
i n pensions; and t h a t i t was no t proper to en
courage able-bodied workers to leave employment 
a t a t ime when the country so badly needed their 
services. 

The organization of the Assistance Board has 
n o t been changed f r om t h a t of the original U n 
employment Assistance Board , although some 
transfer of personnel f r om local authorities to the 
staff of the Board is contemplated. The supple
mentary assistance payments to pensioners are 
to be paid through the Post Office, as b o t h con
t r i b u t o r y and noncontr ibutory pensions have been 
i n the past. Unemployment assistance allowances, 
on the other hand, have always been paid through 
the local employment offices of the M i n i s t r y of 
Labour . The p r i m a r y responsibility of the As
sistance Board is, i n bo th types of assistance, the 
investigation of household means. Old-age pen
sioners who object to decisions of the Board may 
appeal to the appeals tr ibunals already established 
i n the administrat ion of unemployment assistance. 

W i t h respect to the organization of relief, this 
program represents, on the one hand, a further 
l i m i t a t i o n of the responsibilities of the local public 
assistance authorit ies. The local authorities w i l l 
continue to provide supplementary relief to per
sons in receipt of sickness or disablement benefits 
under the Nat i ona l H e a l t h Insurance A c t and to 
grant assistance to various residual groups in the 
populat ion. D u r i n g recent years an average of 
about 275,000 recipients of old-age insurance 
benefits had each year applied to the local author 
ities for supplementary aid. I n addi t ion to this 
group, the local authorities i n 1938, the most 
recent year for which figures are available, cared 
for an average of about 860,000 persons. I n the 
same year, the Unemployment Assistance Board 
paid allowances to a m o n t h l y average of 541,250 
unemployed workers and their families, const i tut 

ing about 1.6 m i l l i o n persons in a l l . I t is estimated 
t h a t , in addi t ion to the 275,000 old persons who 
w i l l be transferred f r om the local authorities, the 
Assistance Board w i l l be called upon to provide 
assistance to an addit ional 200,000 pensioners who 
had no t previously applied to or had no t received 
relief f rom the local authorit ies. 

The designation of the former Unemployment 
Assistance Board as the agency to administer this 
nat ional program of supplementary assistance to 
old-age pensioners and the application to the 
aged group of the same tests of need and of re
sources as have been applied since 1934 to the 
unemployed would seem to indicate a trend in the 
direction of a generalized national relief program. 

This presumably permanent change is empha
sized by new duties of an emergency character 
assigned to the Assistance Board as a result of the 
war. The Board is responsible for providing 
assistance to any person aged 16 years or over 
" w h o is i n distress by reason of the fact that , 
owing to the action or threatened action of the 
enemy or to some other circumstance directly 
caused by the war, he has been moved from home 
under an official evacuation scheme, or he, or some 
person on whom he is normal ly dependent for 
support, has lost his employment or is unable to 
follow his normal occupation or has been otherwise 
deprived entirely or to a substantial extent of his 
normal means of l ive l ihood . " 2 

Under the. Personal Injuries (Emergency Pro
visions) A c t of September 3, 1939, the Board is 
also called upon to assist in the administrat ion of 
i n j u r y allowances to civil ians disabled because of 
war conditions. The allowances provided are flat 
sums related to the age, sex, and degree of disable
ment of the c la imant , w i t h addit ional amounts for 
dependents; the payments are made wi thout 
respect to need. Whi le the Min is ter of Pensions, 
who is i n charge of other war pension plans, ad
ministers the Personal In jur ies Ac t , the Assistance 
Board is designated as his agent in taking applica
tions and paying allowances to civil ians covered 
by the act. 

2 " U n e m p l o y m e n t A s s i s t a n c e ( P r e v e n t i o n and Relief o f D i s t r e s s ) Regula
t i o n s , 1939 , " Statutory Rules and Orders 1939, N o . 1147. 


