
Life in Victorian England 

This booklet will take you through the history of the Victorian Era in Britain and how it 

affected future generations such as us! For each takes you just need a pen, all the 

information is here in this booklet. Happy history working! 

1. Introduction to Victorian England 

Victorian Britain covers the time period 1837 – 1901. Most people know of the 

monarch (king or queen) who ruled for over 60 years – Queen Victoria. During 

the reign of Victoria, Britain’s wealth and power increased dramatically. This 

new power stretched across the globe and at the height of the British Empire 

over one quarter of the world was under British rule. Britain was also going 

through the Industrial Revolution. Machines for factories were invented that could 

make things quickly, like textiles – so, there were more textiles around to sell, and 

more people who wanted to buy them. With the invention of the steam train, the 

textiles could get to places further away than before. Life in the Victorian era changed 

very quickly for a lot of people, and cities became busier and more crowded. 

 

Task One 

Key words – rewrite the definitions of the following key words  

Monarch – a man or women who has inherited the position of ruling the country 

Wealth – the amount of money and other resources a country or person has 

Power – the control and influence someone or something has 

Empire – when one country rules over other places across the world after taking those 

places over 

In my own words 

A monarch is . . .  

 

Wealth is . . . 

 

Power is . . .  

 

Empire is . . . 

 

 



2. What was life like for Victorians? 

As you will know from our study of the Industrial Revolution in Manchester and 

Salford, life was hard for the majority of Victorians. Most people lived in basic housing 

without running water or basic sanitation – toilets and water pumps were shared 

between houses. These people also experienced significant poverty; low paid work and 

lack of educational opportunities meant many families lived with little money. This then 

impacted on their diet and health; diseases such as scurvy due to a lack of vitamin C 

were common amongst children. Approximately 30 children out of every 1000 children 

died before reaching the age of five. Overall life expectancy was 29 years, although 

this varied greatly between different places around Britain.  

 

Why was poverty so common? 

Poverty was caused by many factors in the 1800s: 

Unemployment – families had no means of support if they could not find work. The 

increasing population made unemployment common.  

Large families – many children had to be looked, which meant feeding, clothing and 

meeting other basic needs was difficult. 

Death of main ‘bread-winner’ – if the family member who earned the most money 

(usually the male) died, there was no one to make enough money. Women’s work was 

almost always low paid and unstable.  

Disability/injury at work – loss of earnings through inability to work was common, there 

were no benefits to support people with disabilities or injuries and people had to rely on 

charity.  

Illness – those off work due to illness would not be paid and had the added costs of 

medical consultation and treatment which was often too expensive for families.  

Old age – no income received if not working, there was no government run pension 

system to give people an income whilst elderly.  

Remember there was no national social security (benefits) system to protect people 

against the worst effects of sickness and unemployment. 

The poor of Britain received little help from the Government in the 1800s. The Poor 

Law of 1834 provided two types of help: 

Indoor relief – the workhouse, which was greatly feared. 

Outdoor relief – food and money given to those at home, but which carried great social 

stigma. 



However, many problems still needed to be tackled and the Government was reluctant 

to get involved 

Task 2 

Create a mind map listing the resources why poverty was common in the Victorian 

era. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Daily life for the poor  

Work 

Six days of the week, long tiresome working days would be common. Working form the 

age of 5 was common, although this was later made illegal in 1862. You would be 

expected to work 12 hours a day, with women’s work slightly shorter but all cooking, 

cleaning and childcare was solely a women’s responsibility. Most people worked in some 

sort of industrial factory, which came with their own dangers of unsafe machinery and 

work environments.  

Housing 

The Victorian poor rarely owned their homes. The majority of families were tenants 

who rented a room or a property for between 2 – 4 shillings a day. These overcrowded, 

unsanitary slums were known as rookeries.  

Hygiene 

In the early Victorian era, sewers were not fully built and streets would often overflow 

with diseased drain water. This, combined with poor housing, meant disease was 

common; cholera and diphtheria were the biggest killers.  

Why was poverty 

so common? 



Education 

Some Victorians thought education was the answer to poverty, so ‘ragged schools’ were 

set up to provide basic education. Until 1842, children did not have to go to school at 

all. When basic schooling was introduced, children were only expected to be educated 

until the age of nine. It took many years for attitudes to change and for all in society 

to recognise the importance of education for every child.  

Leisure 

With little free time and almost no extra money, entertainment for the poor was 

minimal. Most people’s leisure time centred on drinking cheap alcohol in public houses, 

perhaps viewing a 1p show. People were expected to attend church on a Sunday morning, 

especially in the countryside.  

Task 3 Explain the impact of these different areas of people’s lives 

 Because the working day was extremely long, people did not . . .  

 

 Because most housing was crowded and unsanitary, families  . . .  

 

 Because diseases such as cholera and diphtheria were common, many families . . . 

 

 Because education was not available to all children, poorer children . . . 

 

 Because most people had little free time and little extra money, leisure time was 

limited to . . . 

 

Was everyone poor? 

Not everyone in Victorian England was poor – although the vast majority of the 

population would experience poverty at some point in their lives. 

Wealthy Victorians only made up around 8% of the population, but their lives were very 

different to the lives of others. Most wealthy Victorians inherited their wealth – this 

meant they were born into families who were already wealthy. Alternatively, some 

Victorians gained enormous wealth as industrialists – factory owners who employed 

workers. Their wealth increased through the profits they made as part of the 

Industrial Revolution – many are now considered exploitative (poorly treating workers 

and focused on profit). 



Daily life for Wealthy 

Victorians 

Work 

Most wealthy people did not 

have a full time job. Those 

businessmen that owned 

factories and mills were 

wealthy but not considered 

truly part of the wealthy 

section of society. 

More important than your 

income was your birth – 

someone who was born into a 

wealthy family was more 

acceptable than someone 

whose wealth was self-made.  

Housing  

Most wealthy families had multiple houses. A large house in the country and a town 

house in the nearest city or London was common. There were many servants to wait on 

the family; servants lived full time with the family in the basements of these large 

houses.  

Hygiene 

Although wealthy families had much cleaner houses and were not exposed to crowded, 

unsanitary slums, this did not mean they escaped disease. Childhood disease was still 

common, although access to doctors and medical help was readily available. 

Education 

Education was separated on the basis of gender. Boys had male tutors and nannies, and 

were often sent to paid public schools and then onto university. This was expected to 

help them gain experience to take a leading role in society. Girls were usually educated 

at home by a governess, learning about literature, languages, music, art and embroidery. 

Their students were intended to prepare them to support their husbands and be a 

mother.  

Leisure 

Spare time was spent in the house or mixing with other wealthy families. In their home, 

musical evenings around the piano were common, as was attending the theatre. Visiting 

the local town or city to shop, or visiting the seaside were also popular.  



Task 4 Using the previous information about work, housing, hygiene, education and 

leisure, describe differences between rich and poor in Victorian society.  

 Wealthy Victorians Poor Victorians 

Work  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Housing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hygiene  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Education  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leisure  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How did the Victorians change society?  

Although we may look back on Victorian society as unfair or unequal, during the 

Victorian era there were many who acted to change society for the better. 

The overall attitude towards the poor was one of blame and self – help. Many felt that 

those who were poor could get themselves out of poverty with hard work and education 

– it was not the job of the government to help people in this way. Despite this, many 

charities were set up to try and support the poor, although most still believed in the 



principle of self – help. However, some areas such as London had many charities, 

whereas other areas had limited help so families were left without support. Most 

charities were founded on religious principles and helping the poor was seen as the 

‘Christian’ thing to do.  

Task 5 Explain why the following charities were necessary in Victorian England. 

Provider of 
charity 

Help provided 

Thomas Barnardo 
Provision of homes for orphaned children, he began work in London 
in 1867 

Octavia Hill Property owner who provided a good standard of housing 

RSPCC Provided help for children and orphans 

Salvation Army Work colonies set up to help the poor to learn new work and life skills 

 

 Barnardo’s charity was necessary because . . . 

 

 

 Octavia Hill was necessary because . . . 

 

 

 

 The RSPCC was necessary because . . . 

 

 

 The Salvation Army was necessary because . . . 

 

 

 

How many of these charities are still operating? 

 

 

What does that suggest about the need for charity still in the 21st century? 

 

 

 

 



Task 6 Explain what each of these people did to help the poor. 

 

Charles Booth 

 

Seebohm 

Rowntree 

 

 Liverpool ship owner 

 Originally believed that if 

people were poor it was their 

own fault 

 Conducted research in London 

from 1886 – 1903 on reasons 

for poverty 

 Interviewed the poor, doctors, 

teachers, priest to find out 

roughly 30% of Londoners 

lived in poverty 

 Changed his opinion and did not 

believe the poor were to blame 

for their poverty 

 Member of the wealthy 

Rowntree’s sweets family who 

owned a chocolate factory 

 Conducted research in York 

between 1899 and 1901 

 He estimated that people 

needed 21 shillings (£1.08) a 

week to live, earning less was 

below the ‘poverty line’ 

 He claimed people could not 

help being poor 

 

Charles Booth helped the poor by . . . 

 

 

 

This meant that . . . 

 

 

 

 

 

Samuel Rowntree helped the poor by . . . 

 

 

 

This meant that . . .  



 


