The Beveridge Report, 1942

The Background to the Report

The Wartime Coalition under Churchill gave considerable thought to post-war reconstruction.  This had been badly handled after 1918 and there was a general determination not to allow it to happen a second time.
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The appointment of a minister to control
all the insurance schemes.

A standard weekly payment by people in
work as a contribution to the insurance
fund.

The right to payments for an indefinite
period for people out of work.

Old age pensions, maternity grants,
funeral grants, pensions for widows and
for people injured at work.

Payments at a standard rate, the same for
all whatever their private means, paid
without a means test.

6 Family allowances to be introduced.

A national health service to be set up.




As early as 1941 a committee was set up to study reconstruction problems”. In 1942, Sir William Beveridge, a prominent civil servant and a Liberal, was given the task of heading a government report on Social Insurance and Allied Services. Beveridge was a man of great ability and foresight and he carried out his task with vigour, presenting “The Beveridge Report” more properly named A Report on Social Insurance and Allied Services (SIAS) to Parliament in December 1942. He went much further than his remit and produced a report which very much reflected his own thinking and provided a pro-active plan for dealing with all the main social problems facing a modern society. 
The Report is regarded as the most significant social policy document of the century. 
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He wanted to see the whole system made much more simple and efficient. He believed that insurance should protect people against all the serious hardships of life and thought that the scheme should cover the whole population of the country. The insurance payments he planned were to be seen to be the right of all, not money to be doled out in differing amounts according to a means test. But he did not think payments should be generous. 
As a Liberal, he was a believer in the principle of people contributing to the savings organised by the state, and if they wished to make more generous provisions for themselves, then he believed that they should turn to private insurance schemes. He did not confine himself simply to looking at insurance. He argued that ’the organisation of social insurance should be treated as one part only of a comprehensive policy of social progress. Social insurance may provide income security; it is an attack on want. But Want is only one of five giants. The others are Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness.’ To fight these giants Beveridge stated it would be necessary to have a proper National Health Service,
a policy of full employment and allowances paid to families with children. He said of his ideas ‘the scheme proposed here is in some ways a revolution but in more important ways it is a natural development from the past. It is a British Revolution.’    
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Beveridge based his plan on ‘a diagnosis of want. It starts from the facts, from the condition of the people as revealed by surveys between the wars.’  (SIAS p8). Beveridge based his minimum income on the Rowntree Report of 1899 updated by subsequent surveys. His figures were nationwide, taking no account of local differences between areas of Britain. It came to the two main conclusions that a substantial minority of the working class lived in want and that the main cause was the ‘interruption or loss of earning power’. 
As a (New) Liberal, Beveridge believed that people still had a duty to fend for themselves as much as possible, but that the government should intervene to guarantee a minimum living standard for all its citizens. He had been a long standing supporter of the idea of Social Insurance and had written a pamphlet on the subject as early as 1924 so it is not surprising that Insurance was the basis of his new plan. His plan was not Socialist with an idea of redistributing wealth between the classes but Liberal with the idea of redistributing wealth within the working class where the worker would put money aside in the State Insurance scheme during times of plenty to cover for periods of want. (SIAS p167) It was also based on the idea of flat rate contributions and benefits with no allowances being made for differences in health or job types which could affect premiums as in a commercial insurance company. Thus the scheme would prop up capitalism by intervening in a minimalist style in some areas to free people to use their skills and cash in other areas of a capitalist economy.
Government’s role in the life of its people also had to change. Beveridge saw the government as not just the purveyor of cash for benefits but stated ‘Government has a major responsibility for seeing that unemployment and disease are reduced to a minimum’. (SIAS p12) suggesting that there should be a plan to stop poverty from occurring rather than dealing with it after it had happened. The citizen would be able to claim benefits based on contributions as a right rather than as philanthropy, but they had an obligation to get fit to retake over responsibility for their own life as soon as possible. ‘The insured persons should not feel that income for idleness, however caused, can come from a bottomless purse’. (SIAS p12)

Beveridge was still a believer in the merits of personal responsibility and this can be shown by his reasoning behind banning ‘the means test’ of the 1930’s. Beveridge believed that having a means test would discourage people from saving or making voluntary provision for times of want so the government would provide the minimum needed to survive with the person being responsible for any further benefits required to make life more comfortable. 

The Five Giants
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All three parties in 1945 favoured extensive welfare provision but it fell to Labour to introduce the modern Welfare State.  The Beveridge Report of 1942 emphasised the need to eradicate from life five major evils – want, squalor, ignorance, disease and idleness, as the root causes of poverty, suggesting the ways that this might be achieved by government. The Welfare State therefore envisaged the provision of comprehensive social services “from the cradle to the grave”, through a system of education, health, housing and social security.

Beveridge was trying to set up a pro-active plan to deal with the perceived causes of poverty rather than reacting to the results as they were seen. 

However, his Report only dealt with Want. The other problems still had to be conquered:

Disease by the establishment of a new national health service;

Idleness by the States economic policy being based on full employment rather than profit;
Ignorance by reform of the educational system;

Squalor by a new house-building and slum-clearance programme.

Beveridge’s Main Proposals

In essence, Beveridge advocated that all people in work would pay a single weekly flat-rate contribution into the state insurance fund. This would cover all possible contingencies that might befall people throughout their lives. In return for their contributions, a new Ministry of Social Security would provide people with benefits to cover sickness, medical needs, maternity, old age, unemployment, widows, orphans, industrial injury and funeral costs.

Beveridge provided a detailed scheme of comprehensive social insurance. It built on the piecemeal provisions of pensions, unemployment and sickness benefit, which had come into existence since 1908. The Plan proposed the total abandonment of the Poor Law mentality which had caused all payments to the old, sick and unemployed to be regarded as charitable offerings, to be kept as low as possible so as to deter idleness and extravagance. Beveridge insisted that the plan was one of insurance-giving benefits of right in return for contributions. It was also assumed that there should be non-contributory children’s allowances for each child after the first, paid for out of taxation and not out of insurance contributions. There was to be, in addition, a National Health Service to give everyone whatever medical treatment was required, free at the point of need. Moreover, there should be an end to the mass unemployment that had plagued Britain in the 1930’s.

Reaction to the Report
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The Report reflected the mood of Britain in the latter years of the war. Beveridge outlined what many felt they were fighting for. This report was published in December 1942 and this was an opportune time because the British 8th Army had just won the battle of El Alemien, the Russian Army had just won the Battle of Stalingrad and the feeling in the country was now that the war would be won and it was time to look forward to the rewards of peace time. Official government pronouncements backed up this idea and suggested that post war could, and would, be better than pre war. A Ministry of Health statement referred to ‘increasing thought for the future‘ and that there could ‘be no return to the pre war position.’  There was no doubting the general reaction to the Beveridge Report. Though it was written in dry and difficult language it became a best seller, selling 635,000 copies in total, more than any other government report. 
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The reaction to the “Report” among the public at large was one of huge enthusiasm. People expected its recommendations to be applied immediately or at least as soon as the war was over and they came to view the report as the basis for life after the war. Most Labour ministers were fully behind Beveridge, but Churchill adopted a rather indifferent attitude. He declared that the report did have merit but the public should not get carried away as the enemy had yet to be defeated. Historians, such as Arthur Marwick, see this indifference as a factor in Churchill’s election defeat in 1945, despite his heroic leadership of the war effort. Other “opposition” to the report at the time came from the doctors, who were not keen to be any part of a national scheme for a health service, as they felt that their autonomy would be threatened.
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The main points of the Beveridge report were as follows
Comprehensive
It would meet all the social problems of the people from the cradle to the grave.

Universal 

It would be open to everyone by right regardless of means.

Insurance-based 
People would contribute weekly payments to finance future benefits.

Compulsory 

People in work would have to be in the scheme.

Integrated 
It would bring together all the individual schemes, to be covered by one payment.

Flat rate 

Everyone would pay the same contributions regardless of   income.

Able to provide 
  It would provide the minimum benefits necessary for food, clothing

subsistence
 and shelter.

Non means

Benefits would no longer be stopped or reduced depending on a 
tested             
person’s financial  means.
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