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To what extent did the Labour welfare reforms improve the lives of those in Britain, 
between 1945 and 1951? 

 

In 1945, the Labour Party took control of the British government after Winston 
Churchill caused a general election and lost by a considerable margin. His successor 
was the leader of the Labour Party, Clement Attlee, who became the new Prime 
Minister. The Labour government over their 6 year period of power brought in a 
variety of reforms, addressing the ‘5 giants’ that were established in the Beveridge 
Report 1942. The five giants were Want (poverty), Disease (health), Ignorance 
(education), Squalor (housing) and Idleness (unemployment), which were all dealt 
with to varying extents, which this essay will argue that the Labour welfare reforms 
were successful in improving the lives of those in Britain between 1945 and 1951. 

 

The giant of ‘Want’ was tackled by numerous reforms being brought in by the Labour 
government. In 1945, the Family Allowance Act provided a benefit for mothers, which 
was they would receive 5 shillings for every child after the first born. This was seen 
to have a positive impact on families and in the textbook ‘State and Society, 1944 
Higher History Britain and Scotland 1850s – 1979’ by Sydney Wood, Martin Pugh 
agrees that “Many of the welfare benefits such as family allowances, were very cost-
effective ways of relieving hardship.” In 1946 the National Insurance Act was 
introduced which was where workers would pay into the scheme and receive 
benefits like old-age pensions, sickness and unemployment benefits. This was 
important as it was compulsory, so it provided a safety net to those who needed it. 
The National Assistance Act was passed in 1948, which was where means tests 
were introduced to assess how much assistance the unemployed and lowly paid 
could receive. This is important as it provided those that didn’t qualify for national 
insurance a safety net and allowed Labour’s philosophy of ‘cradle to the grave’ care 
to be fulfilled. However, when the benefit amounts were decided, the government 
didn’t take into account that inflation would occur, so the amounts of money provided 
weren’t enough. Furthermore, the money that was to be paid in for national 
insurance was 5% of people’s average pay, so they became poorer as a result. In 
evaluation, the reforms brought into tackle Want were carried out to varying extents, 
as they provided an essential amount of financial aid but it wasn’t immediately 
beneficial. The introduction of means tests also caused a lot of embarrassment 
which meant that people were put off applying for them, hindering the impact of the 
reforms. But the reforms brought in clearly dealt with poverty well as Rowntree 
discovered that in 1950 there was a 2% poverty level compared to 36% in 1936. This 
shows the dramatic positive effect that reforms had. Overall, the Labour welfare 
reforms improved the lives of most in Britain between 1945-1951.  

 

One of the most successfully tackled giants by the Labour government was disease, 
which aimed to improve the health of Britain on the 5th July 1948, the National Health 
Service was introduced in Britain. It was founded on three principles: Universal 
access, free services and comprehensiveness. It provided free optical care, free 
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dental care and free prescriptions. The necessity for care can be shown as there 
was an increase in the number of prescription orders from 7million to 13.5 million by 
September 1948. This is important as the sheer number of people taking the care 
offered showed the intensity of Britain’s health problem. The NHS can be shown to 
have helped people’s lives in Britain by as early as September 1948. There was an 
order of 5 million pairs of glasses and a rise to 8 million dental patients. However, by 
1951 the NHS was struggling financially and had to retract services like optical and 
dental care for free, as well as introduce prescription fees. This shows cracks in the 
preparation of the NHS by the Labour reforms and in the textbook ‘Changing Britain 
1850-1979’ by Donald Morrison, Elliot Morrison and Tom Monaghan, it said that the 
Official Historian of the NHS at the time, Charles Webster, reviewed “The NHS failed 
to improve the general medical service available to the bulk of the population.” This 
shows the alternative view that the NHS wasn’t able to fulfil all its potential in helping 
improve all the lives of those in Britain between 1945 and 1951. In evaluation, the 
NHS was ultimately a victim of its own success as it was forced to take away specific 
services for free, but the fact that it is still present in Britain shows its monumentally 
incredible achievement for the Labour government. In 1956, a survey found that 90% 
of people thought the NHS was a good service which counter argues Charles 
Webster. The attack on health also impacts the giant of ignorance, which will be later 
discussed in this essay, as there was an increase in school attendance due to 
healthier children. Overall, the Labour welfare reforms improved the lives of those in 
Britain between 1945 and 1951, through aid to their health.  

 

The Labour government brought in welfare reforms to deal with British education, 
which attacked the giant of Ignorance. The Education Act of 1944 had previously 
been brought in, which meant that children had to stay in school until they were 15, 
as well as schools providing free meals and medical inspections. An array of smaller 
education acts were brought in with planning for schools to accommodate more 
pupils due to increased attendance for longer. A test was also sat at age 11 to 
determine whether a child attended grammar school or secondary school. This is 
important as the tiered system theoretically meant that each child received the best 
tailored education to them. However, the working class children lacked the home 
support and resources that middle class children were able to afford, so the working 
class children tended to receive a lesser education, meaning their lives were not 
improved as their career paths after school were limited. In evaluation, there was an 
improvement in social mobility as children were forced to stay in education longer. 
However, there was still a divide in class in schools, as middle class children tended 
to go to grammar schools and the working class went to secondary schools. Despite 
this in ‘The Making of the Welfare State’ by RJ Cootes, he says “The 1944 Act, did, 
however, go a long way towards removing wealth as a direct influence on the state 
secondary education” which does show some improvements made. Overall, the 
Labour welfare reforms dealing with education were slightly successful in improving 
British lives between 1945 and 1951, as it at least provided a basic education that 
hadn’t been there prior to the reforms.  
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The welfare reforms brought in by Labour between 1945 and 1951 dealt with the 
giant of Squalor, which aimed to improve the housing in Britain. In 1946, the New 
Towns Act was passed setting out the planning of 14 new Towns in the East Kilbride 
and Glenrothes area, in an attempt to reduce overcrowding. The government also 
brought in prefabs, which were factory made houses, and by 1951 there were 
200,000 being built a year. The Housing Act was brought in, in 1949, which meant 
that the council could buy housing in disrepair and improve its quality of living. This 
allowed slums to be evicted so they could be destroyed. This is important because it 
allowed the health of inhabitants to improve as they were moved away from the inner 
city pollutants. It also provided a great sense of safety to those living in Britain as 
they had a place they could call ‘home’. However, by 1951, there was still a very long 
waiting list for council properties and a shortage of housing in the country. Families 
had taken to squatting in aerodromes ( ex-military housing) in London, but even this 
wasn’t big enough. In evaluation, the issue of housing was the least effectively dealt 
with by the Labour reforms as there was still a great amount of homelessness in 
Britain by the end of their time in government. However, with the lack of money, 
materials and workers that they had are their possession, they were able to achieve 
an incredible amount. RJ Cootes agrees with this in ‘The Making of the Welfare 
State’ as he says, “Although the housing shortage still seemed never-ending, great 
progress had been made.” This is further supported by the fact that Labour had 
aimed to have 12 new towns by 1950 and had established 14 new towns by 1951. 
Overall, the Labour welfare reforms did improve some of the lives of those in Britain 
between 1945 and 1951.  

 

Finally, the giant of idleness was tackled, which attempted to deal with the levels of 
unemployment in Britain. Nationalisation was introduced, whereby the government 
took control of certain industries instead of them being privately run. These industries 
included coal, steel, iron and railway industry. There was an improvement in the pay 
and working conditions of workers and exploitation was also addressed. Jobs were 
able to be created and maintained as a result of this. This is important as the profit 
made from these industries allowed the government to help a larger group of 
individuals rather than a private owner helping one individual. The textbook ‘AQA 
Britain, 1906-1951’ by Nelson Thornes says, “Many historians argue that the real 
success of the post-war years was not the provision of welfare benefits for people in 
need but the maintenance of full employment.” This evidence shows how it was the 
sustainment of employment that helped the most people, providing a securer 
income. However, there was poor management of nationalisation in the beginning, 
leading to problems for the scheme long-term. In evaluation, the dealing of 
unemployment showed some improvement in the lives of those in Britain as by 1946, 
unemployment had been reduced by 2.5% and there was nearly full employment 
reached. However, it is debatable whether this was a direct result of the Labour 
welfare reforms or whether it was due to the post war conditions where there was a 
lot of jobs available due to destruction of towns needing rebuilt and the loss of life in 
the conflict. Overall, the lives at those in Britain were improved by the Labour welfare 
reforms brought in between 1945 and 1951.  
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In conclusion, the Labour welfare reforms successfully improved the lives of those in 
Britain, between 1945 and 1951. By bringing in such a variety and large number of 
reforms, a large chunk of Britain’s problems and the five giants were able to be dealt 
with effectively. The financial support provided through family allowances and 
national insurance was extremely beneficial in the combination to the improvement 
of lives. However, the issue of housing was dealt with poorly as there was too few 
houses for people in Britain, and there was still a very evident class divide in 
education, restricting lower classes from higher paid jobs in later life. The 
nationalisation of industries showed mixed results as there was an improvement in 
working conditions, but in the long run the scheme didn’t work extremely well. But it 
is undeniable that the best achievement of the Labour welfare reforms was the 
establishment of the National Health Service, as it positively influenced millions of 
lives in Britain. Overall, the Labour welfare reforms have demonstrated that they had 
a positive affect on improving British life between 1945 and 1951, and RJ Cootes 
agrees with this triumph of the Labour Party in ‘The Making of the Welfare State’ as 
he says “Each of Beveridge’s ‘Five giants’ was vigorously attacked, with great 
success.”  
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