
WILLlAM BEVERIDGE 
1879-1963 

Tony Lynes 

In the 18 chapters of her magnificent bIOgraphy of William Beveridge, 
Jose Harris devotes one chapter to the making of the Beveridge report 
and one to its aftermath. In relatIon to the achievements of a long and 
vaned career, that is a fair allocation of space. But for most people the 
name of Beveridge IS Illdissolubly linked to the report on Socwl 
Insurance and Allied ServIces whiCh, published m the middle of a 
world war, provided a blueprmt for socIal policy III the years of peace. It 
IS a remarkable fact that, 40 years later, diSCUSSIOn of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the British social secunty system is still conducted 
largely m terms of the pnnclples enuncIated by Beveridge. Indeed,IlIs 
only in recent years that critlcism has turned from the failure of 
successive governments to implement those princIples to the questlon­
ing of the pnnciples themselves. 

Beveridge's claIm to be seen as one of the founding fathers of the 
British welfare state rests, however. on much more than the SoctaL 
Insurance report. It is arguable that his most ongmal and fundamental 
contributIOn to social policy was made in the early years of the century 
when his energies were largely devoted. to the causes and cures of 
unemployment. And it was to this subject that he returned during the 
second world war When, III Full Employmenl m a Free Soctely, he 
followed up SocIal Insurance with a detailed exposItion of the poliCIes 
reqUIred not to cure but to prevent unemployment in postwar Britam. 
It was a radical document, strongly influenced by Keynesian ideas, and 
the coalition government was sufficiently alarmed to rush out ItS own 
white paper on full employment in an attempt to distract attentIon from 
Beveridge's ideas. 

On leavmg Oxford III 1903, Beveridge became sub-warden of the 
East End settlement, Toynbee Hall, at a time when unemployment was 
a major problem. DisillUSIOned by philanthropic attempts to help the 
unemployed, he soon became convInced of the need for government 
actlon. Within a few years he was the acknowledged expert on the 
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subject, and his VIews were expounded in his first book, 
Unemployment: a Problem of Industry (1909). "Everyone," he wrote, 
"has seen in a window at tunes the notice, 'Boy Wanted.' No one, it JS 

safe to say, has ever seen in a window the notice 'Boots Wanted'." 
Labour, unlike boots, was sold by the mefficlent method of hawking It 
from door to door. Unemployment and under-employment were symp­
toms of the mefficlency of the labour market. The cure he proposed was 
a system of labour exchanges "to which employers shall send or go 
when they want workpeople, to which workpeople shall go when they 
want employment." 

In his enthusiasm for labour exchanges, Beveridge certa1l11y 
exaggerated their efficacy as a means of preventing unemployment. On 
the other hand, he could not foresee the long-term structural 
unemployment that was to charactense the ll1terwar period. Labour, 
like boots, can only be sold if there IS someone willing to bUy 11. In a 
situauon of mass unemployment, the exchanges inevitably degenerated 
mto mere dole offices. 

Unemployment Insurance was an mtegral part of Beveridge-·s 
proposals. "The Labour Exchange IS required to reduce to a nunimum 
the mtervals between successive jobs. Insurance is required to tide over 
the mtervalS that will still remain." Trade union benefit schemes 
already existed but the lack of any effective test of willingness to work 
prevented the umons from paying adequate benefits. Labour exchanges 
would solve this problem, whether benefits were m future provided by 
the unions or by the state. 

In choosing insurance as the instrument by which financial support 
for the unemployed was to be provided, Beveridge was no doubt 
Influenced by the trade Union schemes. But there was more to it than 
that. His interest in social insurance went back to 1907 when Asquith, 
as Chancellor of the Exchequer, promIsed to mtroduce old age 
pensions. Only a year before. Beveridge had commented that compul­
sory Insurance on the German model entailed "an amount of regulatlon 
and identificatIOn of individuals entirely foreIgn to British habits." But 
a VISIt to Germany converted hlIll mto a lifelong advocate of SOCIal 
Insurance. By 1942 he was able to write that "benefit In return for 
contributions, rather than free allowances from the State, IS what the 
people of BrItain deslfe." 

Beveridge had left Toynbee Hall in 1905 to wrIte on socIal questions 
for the Mornmg Pos" a Job which enabled him to pursue his studies of 
the facts and causes of unemployment while gIVing him a highly respec­
table platform from which to propound his solutIOns. But his big 
opportumty came in July 1908 when Winston Churchill, newlyappoin­
ted President of the Board of Trade, IllvIled him to become a full-ume 
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offiCIal and help to create a system of labour exchanges. A year later the 
Labour Exchanges Act was passed, and ill February 1910 the 
eXChanges opened theIr doors. Beveridge, meanwhile, was working 
with the Board of Trade's permanent secretary, Sir Hubert Llewellyn 
Smith, on the details of the unemployment insurance scheme that was 
to become part II of the NatIOnal Insurance Bill, 1911. 

Although he played an tmpOrtant role ill plannmg the insurance 
scheme, labour eXChanges were to a much greater extent the result of 
hIS personal efforts. To have become, by the age of 30, the main 
architect of a major piece of sOClalleglslation and of the administratlve 
machinery resulting from it was a remarkable achievement, but one 
whIch did little to prepare him for the frustrallons that are the more 
usual lot of a SOCIal reformer ill the British Civil servIce. Although he 
remained a CIvil servant until 1919 and had by then reached the rank of 
permanent secretary, his appointment as director of the London School 
of EconomIcs -a post he held from 1919 until 1937 -came as a "glonous 
relief. " 

Beveridge was not directly involved in social insurance in the 19208, 
but ill 1924 he read Eleanor Rathbone's book, The Disinhenred 
Family, and was instantly converted to the cause offanlliy allowances. 
He promptly illtroduced them for the staff of the LSE. The followmg 
year, as a member of the Samuel CommIssion on the coal industry, he 
urged the adoption of family allowances as an immediate means of 
Improvmg the lot of the miners without adding to the wage bill. 

Beveridge's support for family allowances was consIstent with his 
whole approach to SOCIal policy. As early as 1905 he had rejected the 
VleW that poverty was an unalterable economic fact. The problem was 
to find ways of redistributing resources in favour of the poor. Family 
allowances were a smgularly attractIve, because wholly ratIOnal, way of 
dOlng this. They were conslstent. also, with his Vlew that the right way 
to abolish poverty was to glve people an adequate income and leave 
them to spend it. After a Toynbee Hall conference on free school meals 
in 1904, he wrote, "Granted that many parents have now the respon­
sibility offeeding their children without the power of doing so (through 
low wages) the remedy is not to remove theresponsibiliry but to give the 
power." And in the 1942 Beveridge report he wrote, "Management of 
one's income is an essentIal element of a citIzen's freedom." 

His belief in family allowances as a necessary element in a ratIonal 
distribullon of incomes was strongly reinforced by his experience from 
1934 on as chairman of the Unemployment Insurance Statutory Comrrut­
tee. This body was set up as part of the process of restorillg the finan­
CIal baSIS of unemployment msurance after the 1931 collapse. Its job 
waS to keep a watch on the scheme's solvency and advise on changes in 
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contributions and benefits. In 1935, the committee recommended an 
mcrease in the allowance for the child of an unemployed man from 2 to 
3 shillings a week. It pointed out that this would bnng the total benefit 
for a man with a wife and five children up to 41 shillings a week, while a 
man with eIght or ten children would get 50 or 56 shillings a week, at a 
tIme when many unskilled workers earned about 40 shillings. They 
therefore proposed a benefit ceiling of 41 shillings, which would mean 
that no further addillons would be payable after the fifth child. 

The government decided to impiement the increase m the children's 
allowance but not the benefit ceiling. The commlllee did not pursue the 
questIOn of a benefit ceiling, but remarked ill its next report: "The 
growing direct provislOn for families, under unemployment insurance 
and ass!Slance, is begillmng to rruse acutely the general problem of 
dependency, under a wage system which makes no similar provision. ,. 
Thus Beveridge became convinced of the need for family allowances as 
a pre-condition of adequate sodal Insurance benefits, and their 
Introductlon was to be one of the three "assumptIons" on which the 
proposals of the Beveridge report rested. The other two were full 
employment and a natIonal health servlce. 

By 1941. when Beveridge was asked to chaIr an mqurry mto the 
various existing schemes of social insurance, he was again, as he had 
been 30 years earlier, an acknowledged expert on unemployment 
insurance. His knowledge of health insurance, pensions and work­
men's compensation was less detailed, but the new cOffiIDlttee of which 
he was to be chairman consIsted entirely of offiCialS from the govern­
ment departments concerned, and was therefore of a highly expert 
character. And as well as his own knowledge and experIence, Beveridge 
brought to the Job a growing belief in the need for, and the possibility 
of, a degree of social and economic plannmg unknown III prewar (or, m 
fact, postwar) Britam. 

The background to his new asslgnment was a curious one. He had 
been brought mto the MinIStry of Labour by Ernest Bevmml94O, but 
the arrangement was not a happy one. Jose Harris records that Bevm at 
first opposed the social insurance inquiry but "changed his mmd when 
he saw that it was a chance of ridding himself of Beveridge." As for 
Beveridge, though at first bitterly disappomted at bemg "kicked 
upstairs" in this way, he gradually came to realise that he had been 
presented with a golden opportunity to produce a comprehensive plan 
for social reform. He seIZed It with both hands. It soon became 
apparent that the kind of report Beveridge mtended to produce could 
not be Signed by a commlllee of officIals. The other members of the 
committee therefore became "advisers and assessors," and the report 
was SIgned by Beveridge alone. Its impact, both at the ttme of 
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publication and subsequently~ was so great rhat even now, like the 
Bible, It IS difficult to read and assess It dispassIonately. 

Most of the report consIsts of very detailed proposals about the 
benefits to be provided, the means of financing them, the machinery of 
admimstratlon, and so on. But they are presented in a manner which IS 

far removed from the sober style of most officml reports. To quote Just 
the last sentence of Beveridge's peroratIon, m which he urges that 
action to impiement his plan should not be deferred until after the war: 

"The Plan for SOCIal Secumy in this Report IS sUbmItted by one who 
believes that m this supreme crisIS the Bntish people will not be found 
wanting, of courage and faith and national umty ~ of material and 
spiritual power to play their part In achlevmg both SOCIal secunty and 
the VIctOry of jus lIce among nallon, upon which securIty depends." 

Behind the rhetOriC, what did the report amount to? A mere tidying­
up operatIOn, as some have suggested, or something more? 

To talk of "mere" tidymg-up m this context!smi,leading. Histoncal 
accident had gIven no less than seven gove.rnnlent departments an 
mterest III one or more cash benefits. And it was not just the admml­
strative machinery tbat needed tidying. The benefits themselves vaned 
widely, and the variations bOre little relation to the needs of the 
rec.pients. For example, a marned man with two children was entitled 
to more than twIce as much in unemployment as in SIcknesS. In the 
health msurance scheme, admuusrratlon of benefits by "approved 
sOClenes" which could spend theIr surpluses on additional benefits 
created further mequalitles. Brmgmg some order mto this chaos was a 
long overdue task. 

There were also glarmg gaps in the scope of existmg schemes. Higher 
paid non-manual workers were not !figured; nor were the self-employed. 
Some important areas were covered only by commerCIal Insurance: 
funeral benefits and workmen's compensation for mdustrial accidents 
fell in this category and both were In urgent need of reform. 

Beveridge was too much of a realist to l1llagme that the eXIStIng 
schemes could slll1ply be swept away. But he was enough of a VIsionary 
to see that, if the anomalies were to be removed, there must be a grand 
new Scheme Into which the best of what already eXisted could be fitted. 
And if his proposals were to stand any chance of bemg camed agamst 
the powerfui vested mterests mvolved, and of gammg the necessary 
resources from a reluctant Treasury, they must be presented in a way 
which would mobilise public opilllon behind a few SImple and idealisnc 
prmciples. 

The report brilliantly succeeded in domg that. It IS here that Its true 
greatness lies. But it would be wrong to under-eSll1llate It as a straIght­
forward and business-like investIgatIon of an extremely complex area of 
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SOCIal policy. Behind rhe rheronc IS to be found most of the National 
Insurance Act of 1946 and much of the SOCIal secuntv scheme which 
for better or for worse, we still have. - , 

The report has been cflticlsed as backward-Looking. In a sense it was. 
It set out to correct the errors of the past, and to remedy the 
Inadequacies of existing prOVISIon, rather than to create something 
totally new. Thus the system of fiat-rate benefits was to beret"lned. But 
the levels of benefit were to be based on the subsistence needs of the 
family. Whether Beveridge's estimates of subsistence needs were 
adequate IS another questIon. But they were certamly believed to be so 
at the ume, 

To go beyond subsIStence would have meant either recommending a 
higher level of fiat-rate benefits, or abandoning the fiat-rate approach in 
favour of benefits related to Individual earmngs. Flat-rate benefits 
above subSistence were not, In the clrcumstances, a realistic option. 
Even at the levels proposed, Beveridge had to concede a 20 year 
phaSIng-In of full subsistence penSions as the prIce of grudgmg 
acceptance ofhls plan by the Treasury. And althOUgh that conceSSIon 
was re,ected by the Attleegovernmem, the postwar benefit rates still 
fell short of the subSIstence target represented by the natlonal assIStance 
scale. 

As for earlllngs-related benefits. Beveridge realised that his proposals 
were out of harmony with the development of SOCIal securIty elsewhere. 
He also realised that flat-rate benefits by themselves were not enough. 
The system of flat-rate benefits, he e"piamed, "follows from the recog­
n.llon of the place and importance of voluntary msurance JIl social 
securIlY and distlngulshes the scheme proposed for Bntam from the 
security schemes of Germany, the Soviet Uruon, the Untted States and 
most other countrtes with the excepllon of New ZeaJ2.nd." Yet he was 
well aware of the limItations of voluntary (mamly commercial) msur­
ance. and it is a major weakness of the report that he seems to have gIven 
no thought to the reforms that would be needed 1Il order to Justify 
reliance on voluntary msurance as a supplement to subs.stence benefits. 
He dismissed pnvate superannuatIon schemes m one short paragraph, 
concluding that "no speCial acllon by the State IS called for." Yet he had 
himself suffered from the non-transferability of CIvil servIce pensions 
on movIng to the LSE in 1919. 

Would it have been bener, therefore, to break away from the fiat-rate 
baSIS of the 1911 act, and recommend a system of earnlIlgs-related 
social seeurity? Perhaps it would, though the difficulty of selling Such a 
novel and apparently megaJiw.nan concept would have been fonnid- , 
able. But wha t would then have become of the su bSlstence aim? Would 
pensIOns have been ratsed from 10 shillings (50p) to 26 shillings : 
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(£1.30p) a week m 1946, as they were, if the government had at the 
same time been preparmg for the introduction of an earnmgs-related 
scheme which, as IS the way with such schemes, would have given 
nothing to the existing generatIon of pensioners? And how attractive 
would earnmgs-related unemployment benefit have seemed when the 
earntngs of most of the prospective unemployed consIsted of army pay? 

If Beveridge was right to stick to flat-rate sUbsistence benefits, was he 
also right to stick to social insurance, with rights based on contributions 
paid, as the framework of his plan? Agam, the question must be put m 
context. He believed that the quasi-contractual basIs of SOClal insurance 
offered greater security than a system financed by taxes. Tax-financmg, 
on the other hand, was more likely to brmg an extensIOn of means 
testmg of which he was a life-long opponent. 

The fact that these beliefs may no longer hold good 40 years later does 
not mean that they were wrong m 1942. Where Beveridge was wrong 
was In allowing the insurance principle to become not just a protection 
but a straitjacket. One of the main potential advantages of fiat-,rate 
benefits is that the link between the individual's contribution record 
and his benefit rights can be extremely tenuous or even, where the 
cIrcumstances demand It, non-existent. For example, Beveridge's 
Insistence that sickness benefit should be -earned by a minimum 
number of contributIons actually paid meant that permanently disabled 
people who had never worked could not, and still cannot, clalffi 
insurance benefits. 

Less defensible than the contributory pnnciple itself was the 
decision that flat-rate benefits must be financed by flat-rate 
contributions. Some of those giVIng evidence to the Beveridge 
committee favoured graduated contributIons for flat-rate benefits. But 
Beveridge had no time for such ideas: "The tradition of the fixed price 
IS very strong In this country. You do not like havIng to pay more than 
your neighbours." Yet in the report itself he wrote, "The Plan for 
SOCial Security is first and foremost a method of redistributmg 
Income." Moreover, his proposals for financIng the plan included a 
large and growmg contributIOn paid by the Exchequer out of general 
taxatIon. The idea that everybody was to pay the same for equal benefits 
was a pure fictIOn, which would have been better abandoned from the 
outset. 

Many other critiCIsms have been leveUed at Beveridge's proposals in 
the past 40 years. His VIews about the status of marned Women were 
archaIC. He failed to recognise the needs of one-parent families. His 
plan did not provide for the costs of disablement. But ifBeveridge made 
mistakes, we have had 40 years to put them right. Perhaps it IS time we 
stopped blamIng Beveridge for our own failures, and gave him the 
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recognition he deserves for transformmg the rickety structure of 
prewar socml security into a building whose foundatlOns have proved 
remarkably solid. 
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