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Abstract: The Experience of Retirement in Britain, Past and Present. Until quite 
recently in Britain retirement was possible only for the better-off. Most poorer 
people, until the mid- twentieth century, worked for survival until they drop-
ped. The rich could always retire when they chose, most others only when 
required by their occupation or pension scheme. In Britain, externally impo-
sed retirement, with a pension, began in the 19th century in the public ser-
vice, then spread to cover the whole working population after World War 2, 
often as a management strategy supposed to improve efficiency. When male 
manual workers were first obliged to retire they found the sudden transition 
in their lives an unwelcome shock. Women found it easier because dome-
stic work continued and they generally had closer family and friendship net-
works to sustain them. Later generations, by the 1960s and 70s learned to 
look forward to a period of leisure in later life though for many, especially 
women, it was a life of poverty. But older people were healthier than in the 
past and often active in voluntary work, caring for grandchildren and others. 
Retirement ages fell in 1980s and 1990s, then rose again under pressure from 
government and employers concerned about declining numbers of younger 
workers and the costs of pensions to growing numbers of older people.
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Introduction

In Britain, as elsewhere, until the nineteenth century retirement was a luxury en joyed 
only by the better-off. Those with a sufficient income could decide when, or whether, 
to retire, and how to spend their lives thereafter, while the mass of poor, landless 
working people, until well into the twentieth century, generally had no choice but to 
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slave for a living until they became physically incapable. Not all wealthy older peo-
ple chose to retire. W. E. Gladstone, the Grand Old Man as he was popularly known, 
became Prime Minister for his last time in 1892, aged 83. Some retired from their 
employment to devote busy lives to philanthropy, while others retreated to the lei-
sure of their country estates. Meanwhile men and women in their 1870s and 1880s 
continued to work in agriculture, domestic service, repairing roads, spinning and 
weaving.1

However, the idea that around a certain age, most people became less compe-
tent at certain tasks and should give them up, usually public roles over which there 
was some collective or governmental control, was established very early. In medie-
val England from 1349 unemployed men and women ceased at age 60 to be liable for 
compulsory work under the labour laws or to prosecution for vagrancy. At the same 
age, men were excused military service and public administrative service. From the 
thirteenth century, they were not required to serve on juries after age 70, though 
men in their 60s could be excused on grounds of disability.2 These ages tell us some-
thing about perceptions at the time of when people became ‘old’. Not necessarily, as 
is popularly thought, at much younger ages than today, though it has always been 
recognized that individuals have aged at variable paces and poorer people generally 
faster than richer. The regulations tell us very little about the personal experience of 
ageing and retirement.

The invention of modern retirement 

We must distinguish between retirement at a time of the retiree’s own choosing, 
retirement enforced by infirmity, and retirement imposed by an external authority 
according to certain rules. The first of these may enable the retired person to shape a 
new life occupied by paid or voluntary work or leisure pursuits, new or accustomed; 
so also may the third path, while the second is not conducive to positive reshaping 
of life, except possibly through contemplative or intellectual pursuits. The third path 
was rare before the nineteenth century. It has since become almost universal, except 
among the most privileged. The census of 1881 was the first to classify the ‘retired’ 
as a separate category, rather than recording retired people by their previous occu-
pation. This may indicate the emergence of retirement as a distinct and widespread 
stage of life and the retired as a distinct social group, though the term seems to have 
entered the general discourse, particularly among working people, only in the 1920s 
and 1930s.3
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In Britain, externally imposed retirement emerged first in the public service. As the 
role of the state expanded from the late seventeenth century, and particularly from 
the early nineteenth century, it became ever more important to maximize the effici-
ency of the state bureaucracy. The state wanted to control its workforce and dismiss 
ailing, ageing men who were no longer useful. It did not employ women, except in 
menial roles, e.g., as cleaners, until the later nineteenth century. The first depart-
ments of state to develop as modern bureaucracies managed taxes and the armed 
services. As they grew, they acquired the classic characteristics of modern bureau-
cracies: full-time employees selected on the basis of ability and fitness for the post, 
paid by salary rather than by fee, on a career ladder of graded appointments promo-
ted relative to performance not seniority, with progressively higher remuneration 
culminating in a pension. All of this was designed to encourage stability and loyalty 
in the workforce.  

Until the 1680s, civil servants who wished to retire sold their posts to a succes-
sor for a sum deemed sufficient to support the retiree through the rest of their lives. 
This system did not guarantee the competence of the successor. As efficiency in offi-
cials became increasingly important to the state, a civil service pension scheme was 
introduced, to allow greater control over appointments. From 1684, senior civil ser-
vants appointed new officials but these were still required to pay the pensions of 
their predecessors. But this scheme was not yet a right of all ageing officers nor was 
it paid at a fixed age.4  

Pensions spread through the whole civil service by 1810. They became contribu-
tory for the better paid, while at lower levels men might receive informal non-con-
tributory pensions if their work was judged to merit this reward. Retirement on a 
pension before age 60 required a doctor’s certificate and a certain period of satisfac-
tory service. Pensions at age 60 gradually became a right.5 Civil service pensions and 
the practice of retirement became a model gradually adopted throughout the public 
sector by the end of the century and, more gradually, in larger private businesses.6

In 1856–7 the whole British civil service, including its superannuation 
schemes, were subject to a major government review, with the aim of promoting 
efficiency. Its report represented the civil service almost as a retirement home for 
the physically weak, often absent from work due to ill-health, then requiring pen-
sions when they could work no longer. It appeared that the pension system, so far, 
had failed to deliver efficiency in the service. The report recommended government-
funded, non-contributory pensions, related to salaries and so higher for the most 
efficient workers. Retirement should be possible at age 60, but not compulsory until 
65; even past that age certain exceptions could be allowed for competent workers.  60 
was described as ‘an age at which bodily and mental vigour often begins to decline’.  
A compulsory retirement age was recommended to assist managers embarrassed by 
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the task of persuading workers that they must retire due to failing competence. This 
became its attraction in a wide range of businesses. It was advocated generally as a 
means to achieve a younger and more efficient workforce.7  

But compulsory retirement was much resisted in the civil service and in parlia-
ment. British Members of Parliament have maintained this opposition and still have 
no retirement age. Unlike most workers, they still have no fixed retirement age but 
can, and do, remain in their positions until late ages if their parties and voters allow. 
It was decided in the nineteenth century that a fixed retirement should not be obli-
gatory for civil servants fit to work to later ages, though, in effect, 60 became the nor-
mal retirement age. The civil service pension scheme remains more or less unchan-
ged to the present, though currently the government seeks, against resistance, to 
raise the pension/retirement age. The emphasis in the nineteenth century was on 
the advantages of the pensions to the efficiency of the state machine rather than to 
the individual civil servant.  About 4,000 men received civil service pensions in each 
year in the 1850s; most retired between ages 60 and 64.8

In the private sector through the nineteenth century, some employers would 
informally give pensions to valued employees who became incapable of efficient 
work, or would just dismiss them, whether valued or not. Older workers in low sta-
tus jobs might be moved to work reserved for the elderly, such as sweeping up, kee-
ping watch,  making tea,  carrying messages.   Formal pension schemes developed 
fastest in the largest and most bureaucratized businesses, such as railways and banks, 
especially for their senior management, usually dependent upon years of satisfac-
tory work. Pensions spread downwards through the ranks as competition grew for 
high quality clerical labour, and white collar workers increasingly unionized and 
demanded pensions and retirement.9 

Pensions were a tool of industrial relations.10 A quite comprehensive system of 
pensions and retirement, normally at age 60, existed in larger private firms by 1914. 
Women were employed increasingly in the civil service and business firms from 
the later nineteenth century, normally at lower levels, as clerks, typists, telephonists. 
But they were generally expected to retire on marriage, when they would receive a 
lump sum payment in place of any accrued pension rights. Alongside occupatio-
nal schemes emerged systems of personal saving for retirement for those who could 
afford it, through private financial institutions. Also from 1854, annuities were pro-
vided for private savers by the state through the Post Office. Better paid manual 
workers could save through mutual Friendly Societies and trade unions for times 
of sickness. This often, in effect, became a pension when inability to work through 
debility became more or less permanent.11

The first British state pensions were introduced in 1908 and were particularly 
designed to relieve the severe poverty of older women. They were paid in January 
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1909 to almost 500,000 people, two-thirds of them female. There tended to be more 
poor women than men because women on average outlived men and had fewer life-
time opportunities to accumulate assets such as pensions, since most spent fewer 
years in paid employment, earned less, had less opportunity to save and less access 
to occupational pensions. The pensions were paid only at age 70, though most cam-
paigners for pensions proposed 55, 60, or at latest 65, as the ages at which most peo-
ple became incapable of supporting themselves. The government chose age 70 in 
order to save money, since many people, especially the poorest, died by that age. The 
pensions were also strictly means-tested and so only available to the poorest. They 
were very low, too small to live on without help from savings or family. They were 
not intended to enable retirement. They were designed to keep the very poorest sur-
vivors to old age from the degradation of poor relief. For anyone fit to work past age 
70, it was more profitable to do so. Those who retired with only the pension to live 
on were miserably poor.12 

The experience of ageing and retirement

The experience of retirement is harder to trace than the history of pensions, because 
it was varied, subjective, and much affected by status and socio-economic position. 
There was no official need to record it systematically, so we have only occasional 
glimpses of the reality in memoirs, social surveys, government investigations. The 
better-off could lead comfortable lives in retirement, with many choices. When poor 
people could no longer work, if their families could not help them, as the families 
of the very poor often could not, even if they had surviving families in a time of 
high death rates, they might have no income but minimal and degrading poor relief 
and, when they could not manage alone, residence in a workhouse. Older people 
in workhouses were disproportionately single males, unmarried or widowed, who 
were less able to care for themselves than older women, and less likely to have close 
family and friendship ties. As one investigation put it in 1919:

“A woman is more adaptable, more ready to turn her hand to any way of 
earning that presents itself; she is more useful also in the home of married 
children…she can keep her little home together and do for herself on a small 
income.” 13

Older women, for example, could look after grandchildren, or do housework, while 
their children worked.

Many older people lived in desperate poverty struggling to earn what they could 
for as long as possible, to avoid the degradation of the workhouse. When the journa-
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list Henry Mayhew surveyed poverty in London in the 1850s, he met many aged peo-
ple like the woman selling bootlaces who told him: “I just drag on, sir, half-starving 
on a few bootlaces rather than go into the workhouse”. In a miserable attic he found:

“A poor old woman resembling a bundle of rags and filth stretched on some 
dirty straw in the corner of the apartment. The place was bare (…) There was 
nothing in it except a couple of old tin kettles and a basket (…) To my asto-
nishment I found this wretched creature to be, to a certain extent, a ‘superior’ 
woman; she could read and write well, spoke correctly and appeared to have 
been a person of natural good sense, though broken up with age, want and 
infirmity. She had suffered gradual decline through the illness and death of 
her husband and children.”14 

 
A survey in 1909–10 found all too little change. A widow of 69 was working in a 
Yorkshire woollen mill:

“Her husband always sickly ceased work in 1886 and she had to work for both 
and meet the expenses of protracted illness. Her savings disappeared and 
when he died in 1891 she owed £12 in rent. She has paid off every penny of 
debt, but been unable to save anything. She went back recently to rag-picking 
at 10s a week, in the hope of keeping off the Poor Law until she can claim her 
pension (…) In spite of all her troubles and hard work she has brought up 
a large family. She has had fifteen children of whom seven are living and 22 
grandchildren.” 15 

It is touching to learn that this old lady, having been ill, was fearful she would not 
live long enough to draw her old age pension. The pension would not necessarily 
have greatly improved her life. A government investigation in 1919 interviewed two 
pensioners. Mrs Caroline Thompson was a widow of 73. Her total income was 9s 
6d (c 45 pence) per week, which included 2s (5 pence) from a charity. 3s was spent 
on rent,  3s.  8d on light,  fuel, insurance,  laundry.  2s.  10d remained for food. The 
only meat she could afford was four ounces of bacon each week. She drank no fresh 
milk and a single tin of milk lasted a fortnight. Four ounces of butter, one loaf of 
bread, two ounces of tea and a little coffee formed the bulk of her weekly diet. She 
did not feel that she had enough to eat; sometimes she felt weak for lack of food. In 
winter she had a fire only every other day.  She had a son “who used to allow me 
something up to his illness (…) if he had it he would be very, very good to me.” Some 
friends passed on their used clothes to her and “a bit of food”, but no cash because 
“they are not very well off ”. She did her best to reciprocate: she did some tidying and 
washing up for them and “a bit of sewing”. She could not manage anything heavier. 
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Mrs Larton, also a widow was 72.  Her basic income was also 9s 6d (c.45 p) a week.  
Some weeks she could earn 8 or 9 shillings caring for attempted suicides at a police 
station. She could not do this regularly because she was not strong and they were 
often violent. Rent cost 4s 6d.  She rented a room to another woman for 2s. Her son 
gave her what he could, but “I cannot depend on it. You see he has very indifferent 
health”.  She had no friends who could help. A lady from a charity gave her occasi-
onal sewing work when her health was poor. She bought second hand clothes and 
mended her own boots. In a good week she could afford a little fresh meat or cor-
ned beef, but when she was ill she lived mainly on milk. She felt undernourished and 
her health suffered. The state pension age was reduced to 65 in 1925 but the pension 
remained too low for survival.16

Better-off older women and men, of course, had a more comfortable old age, 
cared for by servants if they had no family. In the nineteenth century women, in 
particular were expected to withdraw from the public sphere, to dress and behave 
drably at a certain age. Of course, not all older people conformed to the stereotype, 
and not all ‘retired’ so long as they remained fit and active. The feminist Frances 
Power Cobbe, despite weakening health, remained as controversial as ever in her 
seventies in the 1890s, protesting against medical experiments on live animals, the 
passion of her later life. Women writers had the freedom, and often the financial 
need, to keep working at writing and publishing later in life. Frances Trollope (1779-
1863), mother of the better-known novelist, Anthony Trollope, only started publi-
shing at age 50, desperate to support herself and her family. She was described by her 
son as still writing “when she was 76 years old- and had at that time produced 114 
volumes (…) Her career offers great encouragement to those who have not begun 
early in life, but are still ambitious to do something before they depart hence.” She 
died, aged 84, living comfortably with her family in Florence, but in her last years 
was deaf and less mentally alert than before.17

Once they could no longer look after themselves even wealthy people did not 
necessarily have good lives. Another writer, Hannah More, (1745-1833) had a weal-
thy but less happy old age. She made great wealth from her writing, but by her 80s 
had outlived the sisters who had been her companions and lived alone with servants, 
confined to two upstairs rooms, until friends discovered that servants were taking 
advantage of her and her money, always a risk for vulnerable, wealthy older people. 
They moved her to a nursing home where she lived for her last five years, still wri-
ting but not publishing. Such differences in the experience of ageing and retirement, 
among men and women, survived into the twentieth century. 
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Retirement in the early twentieth century

Pensions and retirement continued to spread through the public and private sectors 
through the inter-war years, in particular covering more skilled manual workers, 
though still by 1939 few women were in private sector schemes. Many women were 
now employed in both the public and private sectors, though often at low pay and 
still normally expected to retire permanently on marriage. As in the nineteenth cen-
tury, many married women devoted themselves to voluntary work. This was often 
hard, serious, professional work, though unpaid, all that was available to married 
women who wanted an occupation and to be socially useful.18

There were signs, however, that even unmarried women in full-time paid work 
were dismissed at earlier ages than men, most notoriously from domestic service and 
the retail trades.  In these occupations, a survey noted in 1936: “a young appearance 
counts so heavily”. ‘Older’ women, even in their 30s and 40s were judged by some too 
unattractive for certain occupations and forced to retire, as remains the case in some 
occupations, such as TV presenting, in Britain in the twenty-first century.19 Evidence 
from Manchester in 1909 showed that women’s unemployment increased after age 
35, and rose faster after 45, when it was almost double the average of the total work-
force.20 In 1937 a government enquiry reported that several London stores dismissed 
female employees at a certain age: in one store at age 35.21 The extent of this enforced 
early retirement is hard to assess, because women’s unemployment,  like women’s 
work, was rarely adequately counted, or the causes analysed.  

In 1935 ‘spinsters’ as unmarried women were known, formed the National Spins-
ters’ Pensions Association to demand state pensions at an earlier age than men- 55- 
on the grounds that women were forcibly retired at earlier ages.22 They claimed that 
this was due not only to discrimination by employers, but also to the poorer health 
of women, and the fact that many unmarried women gave up employment in middle 
life to care for ageing parents. Such women were unable to re-enter paid employ-
ment after the parents’ death due to age and many were left destitute. 

The Association was founded in Bradford, Yorkshire, by Florence White an 
unmarried woman who ran a small confectionery business. It claimed many tex-
tile workers among its 150, 000, largely working and lower-middle class, members.  
The textile industry,  which traditionally employed large numbers of women,  was 
hard-hit by unemployment in the inter-war years and older workers were laid off 
first. The campaign gained little support from professional women’s organizations 
who feared that an earlier pension age would encourage employer discrimination 
against women, especially in gaining promotion. White argued that the need was 
greatest among working class women, because they started work earlier in life and 
were worn out at earlier ages. 
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The Association’s claims were investigated by a parliamentary committee in 1937–8. 
The evidence was mixed, but the report found that unemployment between ages 45 
and 64 rose faster ‘amongst spinsters than amongst men and it is more difficult for 
spinsters to regain employment’; but it was more difficult still for widows and those 
married women who worked. They expressed great concern about women who were 
left pensionless and often in poverty after caring for elderly parents or other rela-
tives. A survey of 800 unmarried women aged over 40 in northern England found 
that about 30% wholly supported or contributed to the maintenance of relatives or 
other dependants. Official statistics convinced them that all women deteriorated in 
health from age 55, of which there was much evidence, despite women’s longer life 
expectancy. As a result of this report, the state pension age for all women was red-
uced to 60 in 1940. The government believed that most working women, married 
or not, were forced to retire earlier than men and that reducing the pension age for 
unmarried women only would be unfair to, and arouse opposition from, married 
and widowed women.23 

For male manual workers between the wars, pensions and retirement were in -
creasingly the subject of industrial bargaining, as more workers became unionized. 
On their side, employers used pensions as a means of industrial discipline, as induce-
ments to workers to accept stricter work discipline, sometimes withdrawn as punish-
ment for militancy. At the same time, in the high unemployment of the 1920s and 
30s, more older workers were involuntarily retired as they were quicker to lose their 
jobs than younger people and had particular difficulty in re-entering employment. 
For these men, retirement would be anything but leisured enjoyment, subsisting on 
low unemployment pay or poor relief, perhaps finding occasional casual work.

The increased certainty of receiving an occupational pension changed the lives 
of middle class men more than those of poorer workers between the wars. They 
gradual ly gained fixed and predictable retirement ages, a secure if not neces-
sarily generous income after retirement, and a period of later life free from paid 
work, which could be planned for. Pensions were introduced primarily on the initia-
tive of employers, as a tool of management, though increasingly they were sought by 
workers, often through their trade unions, as a desirable form of security. There is no 
clear sign in Britain that the introduction of pensions was associated with enhanced 
respect for the older people concerned, as is said to have been the case for France.24 
 Rather, pensioned retirement was taken to signal declining competence.   Nor can 
the emergence of formalized pensioning and retirement be said to mark the begin-
ning of a quite new self-consciousness about the life-course and of old age as a dis-
tinct stage of life. Such a consciousness had long existed in British culture.25 What 
changed was that an old age of pensioned retirement became a real possibility for a 
widening range of people. 
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Retirement becomes a normal life-stage

If there has been one period of especially dramatic change in the history of retire-
ment and the lives of older people in Britain it was that following the Second World 
War. By the 1950s, for the first time in history, the overwhelming majority could 
expect to live to the 60s and beyond. Even the poorest people could now expect a 
secure, if not necessarily generous, pension at a fixed age. Growing numbers could 
expect a period of active ‘retirement’ between the end of their working lives and 
death or the onset of serious physical dependency. They all had free access to good 
health care after the inauguration of the National Health Service in 1948, which was 
a blessing especially for poorer women who had previously had least access to health 
care. All of this amounted to an important cultural shift in experiences and expecta-
tions, in the ways in which people could imagine their life courses. 

It is also a period about which more is known of the experiences of older peo-
ple.  This was partly because social research was increasingly active and professiona-
lized, partly because fears at the time about the ageing of the population made old 
people a focus of concern and investigation for a variety of influential groups. An xiety 
about the ageing of Britain started between the wars due to the combination of a fal-
ling birth-rate and growing life expectancy, which bred fears of an ageing, declining 
population. During the Second World War the birth-rate began to rise, but it was 
some time before this as recognized as a long-term trend.26 Also, in the relative pro-
sperity of the post-war, full employment, ‘welfare state’ old people appeared, for a 
while, to be the most conspicuous group still in poverty. Consequently, between the 
1940s and 1960s there were extensive studies of older peoples’ economic circum-
stances, capacities for work, family and social networks, welfare and service provi-
sion, housing, diet, socio-medical conditions and much else. 

The research offered conflicting representations of retired people. Some descri-
bed them positively, as active contributors to economy and society, but other studies 
emphasized the poverty and isolation still experienced by some older people in the 
welfare state. Research mainly focussed on the working class and all too rarely on the 
better-off. The discourses of the years after 1945 completed the construction of ‘old 
people’, ‘the elderly’ or ‘the old age pensioner’, the customary, interchangeable terms, 
as a distinct social category, defined by age and status in relation to the welfare sys-
tem,  rather than,  as in the past, by physical condition and capacity to contribute to 
economic and social exchange.27 But such representations did not go unchallenged 
and were less readily applied to the better-off if they were still active and powerful. 

Gradually retirement became the normal experience of most manual wor-
kers past a certain age. According to the censuses, 73% of men over age 65 were 
in paid work in 1881, 65% in 1901, 48% in 1931, 31% in 1951, 23% in 1961, 19% 
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in 1971, 13% in 1980. The percentage of women over 60 recorded as being in paid 
employment fell from 13 to 5 between 1901 and 1951.28 By 1991 it had risen to one 
in 14.29 By this date, most older people still in paid work were in the first five years 
past the state pensionable age.30 

The spread of retirement after 1945 was not due to lack of demand for labour. 
The Labour government and its Conservative successor in the 1950s, actively encou-
raged older people to remain at work due to the labour shortage and fears of a shrin-
king younger workforce and they tried unsuccessfully to discourage earlier retire-
ment.  They encouraged and disseminated innovative research demonstrating the 
real work capacities of many older people. Nor can the physical condition of older 
people explain it, since it was steadily improving. Improved, though still inadequate, 
state pensions,  supplemented when necessary by state benefits and perhaps more 
help from children who were enjoying the benefits of full employment, may have 
enabled more, especially poorer, older people to retire with a greater sense of secu-
rity and optimism than at any previous time. For many of these people,  this was 
merely to shift from an intolerable to a bleak situation, but this may have been pre-
ferable to the misery of dragging on in employment when no longer physically fit. 

Another reason for the spread of retirement after 1945 was the gradual disappea-
rance of the work older workers had traditionally performed, as storekeepers,  tea 
ladies, sweepers-up, messengers, watchmen, cloakroom attendants and much else. 
Rationalization and mechanization gradually eliminated most of them.   Modern 
cleaning equipment needed strong,  fit operatives;  security increasingly became 
too hazardous to be left to elderly watchmen;  dispensing machines replaced tea-
ladies; modern communications systems replaced messengers. Improved pensions 
may also have reduced the incentive to take such ill-paid posts.31

Government opposition to the rapid spread of retirement led to investigations of 
the reasons. Interviews in the 1950s and 60s with mainly male workers before and 
after retirement indicated widespread hostility to compulsory retirement at a fixed 
age. Many believed that they were compelled by management to retire. Many wor-
kers felt that they had no choice and no control over their lives.32 In most surveys, 
around 50% of (male) workers claimed that they wished to retire from their normal 
full-time occupation at around age 65 due to ill-health or stress. Even among those 
who wanted retirement, a high proportion wished to continue working part-time in 
their accustomed occupation or a lighter one, because they enjoyed work, needed 
the income, or could not imagine life without work.33 The main reason given for not 
retiring was the loss of income which would result. 

Another possible influence, similarly difficult to quantify, is the effect of changing 
technology and management practices. One researcher concluded that workers stayed
on longest in occupations in which they were self employed or had a high degree of 
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independent control of their working lives (e. g. shopkeepers); in those combining 
a high level of specialist skill with control over the timing and organization of work 
(e. g.  in some and engineering trades) and, more surprisingly, in heavy sectors of older 
industries such as shipbuilding, mining and navvying. They were least likely to stay 
on in modern, tightly managed, fast-paced production line industries, such as motor 
manufacture. From some time in their 40s and certainly in their 50s many male and 
female workers complained of excessive strain if they were engaged in fast, continu-
ous work over which they had no control, where they had to keep up with the pace of 
the machine or with that of fitter workers. Modern management practices and forms 
of incentive payment could also impose strain. Bonus systems which rewarded colle-
ctive effort, led older men to leave because they “felt the pressure of disapproval from 
their younger mates” when they could not keep up the pace and held back the group. 

There was a distinct tendency for men in their fifties to abandon fast paced work 
for heavy labouring jobs. Contrary to expectations, they could cope physically with 
the heavy labour because it generally allowed time for rest pauses when they nee-
ded, they were not working at an externally imposed pace. Industrial psychologists, 
sociologists and anthropologists found that most workers could continue at most 
work at a high level of efficiency until at least their later 60s,  provided that they 
re tained some control over the pace of work. This was partly because the capabilities 
of most workers were under-stretched for most of their working lives. Hence in later 
life they had reserves to call upon which could be combined with the advantages of 
skill and experience.34 

Women’s views and experiences of retirement were much less studied. An anthro-
pologist who tried to do so found that statistics of female retirement were difficult to 
compile, also that women gave different reasons for retirement from men. Women 
returning to the workforce in middle age often had no fixed expectation of when 
they might retire. Women who worked episodically when their families needed their 
incomes, or they themselves wanted company outside the home and they had no 
family members needing care, did not always make a conscious decision to ‘retire’, 
rather occasions to return to work disappeared. The researcher also suspected that 
the more complex commitments of women, such as caring for older husbands or for 
grandchildren, led them to give up paid work when they were less debilitated than 
men.35 Also women did not ‘retire’ from unpaid domestic work until very late ages. 
Nevertheless women stayed on longer in some occupations than in others. They 
gave up at earlier ages in clerical work and in the modern light industries operating 
the fast process systems which caused difficulties for older workers. Like men, they 
stayed to the latest ages in occupations where they could regulate the pace of work.

Other studies emphasized the effect on the individual (usually male) of enforced 
and sudden retirement.  The belief that retirement led directly to ill-health,  even 
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death,  became widespread, supported by the medical profession, despite lack of 
evidence.36 This aroused fears which encouraged no-one to look forward to reti-
rement. Peter Townsend’s pioneering study of old people in East London in 1954 
told a similarly dismal story in sociological rather than medical terms. He described 
re tirement as one of “the social problems of old age”: “the chief theme is that retire-
ment is a tragic event for many men, which has great repercussions on most aspects 
of their lives, not least their individual happiness and their security in home and 
family.”37 Of the 64 older men he interviewed, 39 had retired at ages as diverse as 48 
and 80, mostly involuntarily, often following ill-health. He described their dread of 
retirement, and their misery when it came, as being primarily due to loss of status 
and independence: often male identity was bound up with work, to which they had 
devoted their lives and with out work they felt useless. He perhaps stressed less than 
he might the fact that they also dreaded the fall in income, mostly by over a half of 
an already low wage, some by as much as two-thirds, causing social as well as mate-
rial loss. In the pub an old man could no longer afford to buy drinks for others as 
well as receive them; he felt dependent even in his leisure time, no longer equal with 
other men. 

Women also suffered loss of income on retirement, but, even if they were unmar-
ried or had no children, most experienced less change and loss of fulfilment than 
most retired men. Their domestic tasks remained. They were more likely to feel, and 
to be, useful to and needed by others, very often their depressed, retired husbands.  
If they had children their relations with them were closer than their husbands’. They 
could be givers as well as receivers, of services and care, to a wide range of family 
and friends.

Townsend’s solution to the ‘problem’ of retired men, which was applauded by 
other socially concerned and generally better-off people, was to keep them at pro-
ductive work in subsidized workshops, of the sort established in Finsbury,  Lon-
don, in 1951 and later in other parts of the country. That in Finsbury provided work 
for four hours each week day for 110 people, three-quarters of them female, at low-
paid outwork for commercial firms: “assembling electric iron elements and special 
bottles,  sorting and packing medical dressings and animal wool.  They also make 
articles for direct sale-aprons, night-dresses, coat-hanger coverings. Each person is 
paid a flat-rate of 10s per week.”38 

Other London boroughs adopted similar schemes. Townsend suggested exten-
ding them to provide similar outwork (long condemned as the classic,  exploited 
lowest depth of the London labour market) to older people in their own homes. As 
he put it, “many bed-ridden and housebound old people have nimble minds and 
hands that would welcome an occupation. The development of outworking for them 
may be one of the rewarding innovations of the future.”39  Such solutions may have 
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been the only options imaginable for people who had known little in their adult lives 
but work, had never learned to enjoy family life, had no families, or were despe-
rate for additional income, or for sociologists convinced that occupation, however 
menial, rather than income, conferred status and dignity. But a higher pension and 
medical and social work support might have been more merciful and at least as 
effective at relieving stress. Social problems which had previously been defined in 
terms of poverty, in the nineteen fifties and sixties were increasingly, and sometimes 
more dubiously, defined in sociological and psychological terms. One effect of the 
negative views of influential commentators was to increase older peoples’ own fears 
of retirement.40 

More positive were schemes developed from the early 1960s by voluntary orga-
nizations, with the support of some employers, designed to prepare employees for 
retirement while still at work. These aimed to extend the range of interests of older 
people, mainly men, to enable them to be active when retired, “as bowls club secre-
tary or church sidesman or local snooker champion. Another is to have an interest 
like fishing or growing prize chrysanthemums which is more absorbing than is 
sometimes implied by the word ‘hobby’”.41 A spokesman for the large Unilever cor-
poration stated in 1960: 

“In the olden days retirement was considered to be synonymous with the first 
step through the cemetery gate; nowadays it means giving up the whole or 
part of one’s life occupation, and replacing what is lost by other no less absor-
bing interests. In other words, retirement should be the entry into a period of 
continued usefulness.”42 

Such schemes were generally directed at all employees,  manual,  white collar and 
managerial. Retirement began to gain a more positive image in the 1960s. 

A cultural change was in progress which especially changed the lives of wor-
king class men, through which researchers and social reformers tried earnestly, awk-
wardly and sometimes uncomprehendingly to assist them. Manual workers were 
perceived as being “shocked into idleness”43 as more privileged men were not. As 
one social researcher described it in 1970: 

“Even today the self-employed and members of the professions seldom stop in 
that abrupt fashion. The watchmaker, the cabinet-maker, pursue their absor-
bing craft until hand and eye tire. The higher civil servant may leave White-
hall at sixty, but it is usually to a busy five years acting as chairman of com-
missions and assisting investigations of one kind and another.  The elderly 
lawyer decides he will come into the office on four days a week only; the older 
doctor leaves more of the running round to his juniors while he makes the 
best of his perfected skill in less exhausting ways. Businessmen, unless they 
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are unfortunate enough to have sunk into the manic state of ‘living for their 
work’, turn to public affairs.  These are various kinds of adjustment,  not to 
traumatic change but to the organic developments of one’s life.“44 

Yet class differences were not so simple. In the 1970s : 

“Former Midland car workers and Jarrow shipbuilders seemed worn out and 
despairingly lost, cut off from former workmates. They wept on their last day 
at work. ‘I felt terrible’. ‘It seemed as though you were suddenly cut off from 
life’. They lay in bed in the morning ‘puzzled about how to fill me time in’. Yet 
in a former Durham pit village, although all had either been made redundant 
or been forced out of work by ill-health, a group of miners was so sustained 
by the community network of neighbours and relatives that giving up work 
seemed a positive blessing. ‘When a person’s been underground for so many 
years its a new lease of life’. ‘It’s just a grand feeling’.”45

Family and community as well as class influenced the experience of retirement.46 

Social work and psychologist professionals were most likely to encounter the mino-
rity of sad retirees and took these to be the norm. But even in the 1950s, some psy-
chological research, pointing out the inadequacy and imprecision of many previ-
ous studies of retirement, concluded that many of the problems of retirement came 
during the first ‘transitional’ year and were later resolved, as retirees adjusted to their 
new lives; and that most of the 125 65 year old men studied by one researcher did 
not experience any problems of adjustment.47 Townsend also concluded that “in 
time, they were more likely to reconcile themselves to the reality of being old age 
pensioners and were more likely to join old people’s clubs.”48 

By the 1970s, retirement ceased to be so widely regarded as a social problem, 
though not because older people embraced old peoples’ clubs as their route to ‘rea-
lity’ in later life. Indeed, many of them rejected these as ‘old age ghettos’ and prefer-
red mixed-age company. More found it easier to adjust to a situation for which they, 
unlike many of the retired of the two previous decades, had time and help to pre-
pare.49 Yet still many older men, and some older women, experienced retirement as 
empty and depressing, even while they were physically active. For the first gener-
ation of manual workers to experience retirement en masse in the1940s and 1950s, 
it was a sudden shock for which they were quite unprepared; for later generations it 
was an expected phase of life for which more of them were better prepared, though 
it was still harder for many male manual workers and for many poorer women than 
for better off men. 

In the 1960s, governments gave up trying to stem the tide of retirement. Concern 
about old age went out of fashion in the youth decade of the ‘swinging sixties’, lar-
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gely because the worst predictions of the onset of an ageing, declining population 
had not been fulfilled. The birth-rate remained above pre-war levels until the later 
60s. The post-war ‘baby boomers’ began to enter the labour market from the end of 
the 50s. Compulsory National Service came to an end in 1960, releasing younger 
workers. Female labour, especially older women, came forward in quantities un fore-
seeable in the 1940s. Even more unforeseen, unwanted by some, Commonwealth 
immigration grew from the1950s, encouraged by employers, including the govern-
ment, short of labour. Older people, it seemed were no longer needed in the work-
place.

Also, it was widely believed that technological change, ‘automation’, would soon 
render vast areas of labour redundant, creating a ‘problem of leisure’ rather than of 
labour shortage, of too little work not too much.50 This was over-optimistic but it 
further diverted attention from older people and retirement. Alarm about the ageing 
of society died away, only to revive in the 1980s, as the birth-rate fell again, with all 
this history forgotten. 

The later twentieth century – earlier retirement
  

The average male retirement age in UK fell from 67.2 in 1950 to 64.6 in 1980 and 
63.1 in 1990. It then rose to 63.8 in 2004 and 64.5 in 2011. The average female reti-
rement age rose slightly from 61.2 in 2004 to 62 in 2009, despite their state pen-
sion age remaining at 60 (though it was rising for younger women). In 1950s and 
1960s the key change for men was the falling percentage aged 65–69 in employ-
ment, from 48% in 1952 to 30% in 1971. From the mid 1970s to mid 1990s there 
was a large fall in employment of men aged 50-64, from 88% in 1973 to 63% in 1995. 
This was concentrated in two phases: the early 1980s which saw a major decline 
in the male manu facturing workforce, many of whom never re-entered work; and 
the early 1990s when there were further manufacturing job losses but, more signi-
ficantly, redundancies and early retirements in financial and other areas of white-
collar employment, with older, better-paid managers being laid off with generous 
re tire ment packages from pension funds which were then in significant surplus. 
These, above all, are the source of popular images of prosperous golden retirees on 
permanent vacation in the sun. 

By the early 2000s, early retirement of men aged 55–59 was concentrated in 
the lowest two and the highest wealth quintiles, with a large percentage of those in 
the lowest two describing themselves as sick or unemployed, i.e., not reconciled to 
re tirement but forced into it. Most of the richest were content to describe themselves 
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as ‘retired’. The picture for women aged 55–59 was similar but with higher levels of 
inactivity across all wealth quintiles.51

There was a turnaround from the mid 1990s due to economic recovery leading to 
fewer redundancies and some re-entry to employment by people in their 50s. Also, 
companies were less willing to provide generous pension packages as surpluses in 
their pension funds dwindled. And some began to recognize that they had lost valu-
able skills in paying off experienced senior workers; also that the falling birth-rate 
required them to keep older workers, even to raise retirement ages. Labour govern-
ments between 1997 and 2010 followed active policies of encouraging and advising 
over-50s into work because they thought it desirable given the ageing population, 
and a means to cut the cost of welfare benefits. The falling birth-rate was assumed 
to be permanent, until it unexpectedly turned around in 2001, continuing until it 
 reached near-replacement rate by 2010. 

Unusually, the economic crisis from 2008 did not, by 2011, increase the numbers 
of older unemployed people. At the end of January 2011, 900,000 people over 65 
were in work, the largest number since 1992. In the previous three months an extra 
25,000 men and 31,000 women over 65 were in work.52 In 2010 11.7% of men aged 
65 or over were in work compared with 10.7% in 2008, and the rate among women 
of the same age increased over the same period from 12.3–13.5%.53 The rise had 
much to do with deteriorating private sector pensions and, especially from 2008, fal-
ling interest rates on savings, combined with the, very gradual, impact of age discri-
mination legislation which until April 2011 allowed employers to insist upon retire-
ment at 65 ( as many did) even if the worker asked to stay on. A survey in 2010 found 
that I in 3 retirees finished work at the suggestion of their employer or because they 
reached the normal retirement age in their company. Three-fifths of workers aged 
over 55 were reducing their hours of work or taking up less stressful jobs, voluntarily 
or not. Three-fifths did not want to stay at their current job past the state retirement 
age. 20% retired due to health conditions, 11% because they were made redundant.54 

Still the best off and most powerful were most independent and could chose when, 
or not, to retire. Queen Elizabeth 11 (born 1926) showed little sign of slowing her 
work or retiring to allow her son and heir, Prince Charles (born 1948) a period of 
work as sovereign before he reached the conventional retirement age. Rupert Mur-
doch (born 1931) seemed to have an undiminished appetite for expanding his media 
empire as he neared his eightieth birthday.

The experience of retirement was of course, as in the past, highly diverse. All too 
many people, especially women, retired into poverty. The average weekly income 
of male pensioners over age 75 in 2002–3 was only about £215, of women over 
75, £180.55 The averages, of course, cover wide variations. Some – we don’t know 
how many – had good pensions and did spend at least part of their time enjoying 
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 travel and leisure, often well-deserved after years of hard work. Others made signi-
ficant unpaid, unacknowledged contributions to society and the economy. A sur-
vey in 2011 revealed that people over 65 were a substantial proportion of volunteers, 
both formally, through voluntary organizations (about 30% of over 60s) and infor-
mally by helping relatives, friends and neighbours, many of them also retired. Grow-
ing numbers worked with overseas charities, putting their skills as engineers, doc-
tors, nurses, teachers etc to the service of poorer countries, replacing the less useful 
young graduates for whom such schemes first developed in the 1960s. 65% of over 
65s regularly helped elderly neighbours and were the most likely age group to do 
so; 30% helped neighbours aged under 65. 49% looked after young children inclu-
ding grandchildren. The value of their formal volunteering was estimated as £10b pa 
saved to public social services; that of informal social care at £34b. Over 65s were 
estimated to make a net contribution to the UK economy, after deduction of the 
costs of pensions, welfare and health care costs, of £40b through tax payments, spen-
ding power, donations to charities (£10m pa) and volunteering.56

Increasing numbers of grandparents, especially grandmothers, helped the 
younger generation to work by caring for grandchildren, sometimes ‘retiring’ them-
selves in order to do so, as we have seen they long have. 1 in 3 working mothers 
relied on grandparents for childcare, 1 in 4 of all working families. 43% of child-
ren under 5 whose mothers were employed were looked after by grandparents, 42% 
aged 5-10, after school, when sick and in school holidays. The value of this childcare 
contribution is estimated at £3.9b. 4 in 10 parents said they were more likely to turn 
to grandparents for help with childcare during recessions such as that from 2008, to 
save money and because of the growing costs and falling numbers of nursery places, 
largely due to government cuts in public spending from 2010. Far from lavishing all 
their money on their own pleasures, as much rhetoric about ‘intergenerational con-
flict’ would have it,57 31% of grandparents saved money to help grandchildren buy a 
home; 16% in their 60s and one-third in their 70s gave financial support to grand-
children and, increasingly in the recession, to their children.58

The experience of retirement remains as diverse as ever. The division within the 
older generation between those in paid work and those not, between the rich and 
poor, male and female and those with differing tastes and preferences is as great as 
ever and at least as great as the divide between generations. 
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