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 Introduction 

Pensioner poverty is on the rise. While poverty in the overall population has 
remained relatively stable since 2012, pensioner poverty has increased by five 
percentage points. The percentage of pensioners in poverty is now at 18% (DWP, 
2021a). This means that 2.1 million older people had weekly household incomes 
(after deducting housing costs such as mortgage interest and rent) of less than 
£166 for a single person, or £285 for a couple, in the UK in 2020 (DWP, 2021a). 

The rise in poverty is not uniform across all pensioners. Certain subgroups of 
pensioners have seen trends towards higher rates of poverty. These include people 
aged 85 and over (who are disproportionately women), single pensioners and 
pensioners living in London and the North (DWP, 2021a; Independent Age, 2021).

Older people in poverty find it difficult to get by financially (Age UK, 2019) and there 
is a large volume of evidence on how living in poverty can be detrimental for older 
people and society more generally (Bramley et al, 2016). The current pandemic has 
brought even more challenging times, with older people in poverty having to face 
additional difficulties such as lack of social support and loneliness (Age UK, 2020). 
In 2020 Independent Age commissioned research that highlighted the relationship 
between pensioner poverty and the low uptake of Pension Credit (Hirsch and Stone, 
2020). Financial security and money worries came up as significant issues in older 
age (Independent Age, 2020).

Much less is known about how the experience of poverty changes in older age. 
Pensioners have lower rates of persistent poverty than children and working-age 
adults. Pensioners also have the lowest rate of poverty entry than the other life 
stages. Falls or rises in social benefit income are most associated with a poverty 
transition across the population as a whole (DWP, 2021b) and, given that many 
pensioners rely on benefits for a large proportion of their household income, 
this is likely to play a large role in poverty transitions in older age.

This new research seeks to explore how many pensioners enter poverty, and how 
many escape, and what the key drivers of poverty transitions are. It also looks at 
pensioners who do not escape poverty, and hence face a longer-term poverty 
experience. The research uses data from a large-scale population survey that 
tracks individuals over time.
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 Methodology 

This section explains the data and methods used to explore poverty dynamics in 
older age. It starts with a brief discussion of how to conceptualise and quantify 
poverty, before going on to explain the data and measures used in the research.

What is poverty?

Poverty is a complicated notion, and there are many different views on what 
poverty means and how it should be measured. When we talk about poverty in 
the UK, we generally refer to a notion of ‘relative poverty’. “Individuals, families and 
groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources 
to obtain types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and 
amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved, in the 
society to which they belong” (Townsend, 1979, p30). 

A lack of economic resources, most notably a level of income required to achieve 
an acceptable standard of living, is most commonly used to measure poverty 
in the UK. Household income, rather than individual income, is used as it is 
assumed that household resources are shared amongst household members. An 
individual is said to be in relative poverty if their household income, after housing 
costs are subtracted, is below 60% of the median household income for the 
entire population. Poverty then is when “…resources are so seriously below those 
commanded by the average individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded 
from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities” (Townsend, 1979, p15).

Income is a reflection of living standards; it approximates the goods and services 
that a household can purchase. However, it is not a perfect approximation. Some, 
albeit few, low-income households may not experience low living standards. This 
could be because they have existing wealth and assets to draw on, which may 
be particularly relevant in older age for those fortunate enough to have acquired 
savings, or who have paid off a mortgage and hence have no housing costs. 
Likewise, households just above the poverty line may have living standards not 
dissimilar to those in poverty, particularly if they have debts or other significant 
outgoings. Some research moves away from a focus on income and uses alternative 
ways of measuring poverty that employ a more direct approach of capturing living 
standards – for example, by asking people what possessions they do not have, and 
activities they do not participate in, because they cannot afford them (Mack, 1985).
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Methodology box 1: Constructing household income

To calculate a household’s income, all sources of income from all household 
members are added together. These sources of income include (with the first 
three being particularly relevant in older age):

• Social benefits such as State Pension, Pension Credit, Housing Benefit, 
Disability Living Allowance and Attendance Allowance

•  Pension income income from occupational pensions

•  Investment income private pensions/annuities, rents received and income 
(e.g. interest) from savings and investments

•  Labour income net pay from employment, including second jobs and net 
self-employment earnings

•  Private benefit income includes trade union/friendly society payments, 
maintenance or alimony and sickness or accident insurance

•  Miscellaneous income educational grants, payments from family members 
and any other regular payment

There are a number of other adjustments made to total household income:

• Income is net of income tax payments and National Insurance contributions. 
Council Tax is also deducted from total income.

•  Total income after housing costs (AHC) is derived by deducting housing 
costs, namely rent or mortgage payments (mortgage interest only, not capital 
repayments), plus service and water charges.

•  Larger households need more income to achieve the same standard of 
living as smaller households, as they need to heat a larger accommodation, 
buy food and clothes for more people, and so on. Without taking this into 
account, a single-person household would be deemed to have a higher 
standard of living than a four-person household with the same income. To 
allow comparisons across households of different size, income is adjusted 
using equivalence scales. There are standard equivalence scales used 
in analysing survey data on household incomes. This research uses the 
modified-OECD equivalence scale (an AHC measure), which attributes 0.58 
to the first adult in the household, 0.42 to each other adult (aged 14 and over) 
and 0.20 to each child (aged under 14) (OECD, 2018). These numbers reflect 
that household needs grow with household size, but in a way that is not 
proportional – a couple does not need twice the income of a single person 
to achieve the same standard of living. Equivalence scales conventionally take 
an adult couple without children as the reference point, with an equivalence 
value of one (0.58 + 0.42).

• Incomes are adjusted for inflation so they are in real terms corresponding to 
January 2019 using the Consumer Price Index (ONS, 2020).
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The data: Understanding Society survey (USoc)

There are a number of large-scale longitudinal social surveys that either focus 
on older age (and hence only survey older people) or are population studies that 
include a substantial number of older respondents. Most of these survey datasets 
are freely available to analyse from the UK Data Service and routinely used by 
policymakers, campaigning organisations and academics to understand the 
demographic, social and economic conditions of society. This research uses the 
Understanding Society survey (USoc) dataset. 

USoc is a large-scale household panel survey that is repeated annually with 40,000 
households across all four countries of the UK (USoc fieldwork is conducted over 
a two-calendar-year period, with each individual being interviewed on a yearly 
basis). Questions cover a broad range of topics, including income, work, family 
composition, health and social relationships. Although it is a population survey, 
interviewing people aged 10 and above, because of its sheer size it includes a large 
number of older people, and covers many topics relevant in older age, including 
detailed information on household income and sociodemographic and economic 
characteristics. The first wave of the survey was carried out in 2009/10, and the 
latest data is from 2018/19 (wave 10).

There are, of course, alternative survey datasets that are often used to research 
pensioner poverty, such as the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) and 
the birth cohort studies. ELSA is comparable to USoc in that it is a panel survey, 
and has the advantage that it is focused solely on older age. However, it has a 
smaller sample size than the number of older people in USoc, and this puts it at a 
disadvantage given the emphasis on poverty transitions – which, fortunately, only 
a minority of people experience. The cohort studies are not mature enough – the 
most developed, the 1958 National Child Development Study, follows the lives of 
people born in 1958, and the most recent data collection was from people aged 
62 in 2020. The data collection is also more sporadic, with the most recent data 
collected at ages 62, 55, 50 and 46.

USoc is also the dataset used in the government’s Income Dynamics (DWP, 
2021) publication, which provides information on changes in household income 
over time. When measuring income changes, Income Dynamics compares two 
consecutive years of USoc data to observe how an individual’s household income 
changes from one year to the next – for example, the percentage of people who 
enter (or exit) poverty. However, Income Dynamics does not produce detailed 
statistics about poverty transitions for older people.
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Income Dynamics also provides information on persistent poverty, which is 
measured as having low income for three or four years of a four-year period. 
Statistics are presented for the population as a whole and in specific life stages, 
including older age. As part of this analysis, Income Dynamics produces statistics 
on the percentage of older people in persistent poverty by various characteristics, 
including family employment status, family type, ethnic group and tenure.

This new research mirrors the approach taking by Income Dynamics and produces 
detailed statistics on poverty transitions, and persistent poverty, for pensioners 
– defined as older than State Pension Age (SPA).1 To do this, the USoc data is 
used in two distinct, but complementary, ways:

1. Constructing a 2017/18–2018/19 dataset to explore two-year poverty 
transitions
The project is particularly interested in poverty transitions and factors associated 
with moving into or out of poverty. The USoc data is used to show how poverty 
transitions compare for different subgroups of older people. The data is also used 
to identify which source of income drives a change in total household income 
– for example, that a pensioner slipped into poverty because their social benefit 
income decreased.

2. Constructing a 2010/11–2018/19 dataset to explore nine-year poverty histories
The project is also interested in persistent poverty, so more than two years of data 
are needed to explore this. Given that statistics on four-year persistent poverty are 
already available in Income Dynamics, a dataset is constructed that contains older 
people who took part in USoc from 2010/11 to 2018/19, providing a nine-year time 
span to observe longer durations of poverty.

The research uses the Special Licence version of the USoc dataset (ISER, 2020). 
This version of the dataset includes some variables with a higher disclosure 
risk not available on the End User Licence version of the dataset, including the 
household’s Council Tax charge, which is deducted from household income 
as an unavoidable tax.

Data limitations

All surveys gather information from a sample of people rather than the whole 
population, so results are estimates rather than precise figures. USoc covers 
private households in the United Kingdom; therefore, individuals in nursing or 
retirement homes, for example, will not be included. The effect of the exclusion 
of older people who live in residential homes is likely to be small overall, except 
for results specific to those aged 80 and above (DWP, 2021).

1 This definition includes the changing State Pension rules applicable since 6 April 2016.
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There are, of course, many challenges with measuring poverty as low income. 
Household income is difficult to measure accurately – people may not know, forget 
or misreport their income (particularly benefit income (Bruckmeier et al, 2018)). 
Household income is the money that flows into the household and therefore does 
not capture wealth, or debt – plus it assumes all people in the household share 
resources. The process of equivalising income to take into account household size 
and composition (to enable comparisons across different households) does not take 
into account other needs, such as disability. The ‘poverty threshold’ (a percentage of 
the average income, such as 60% of the median) is, to some degree, arbitrary – but 
trying to objectively define minimum standards, for example by measuring necessity 
items households go without, is equally as challenging.

Measuring change can pose difficulties too. As explained further below, a poverty 
transition is only identified when household income changes by more than 10%. 
This, to some extent, prevents the identification of small changes in income that 
may not reflect a real change in living standards.

Longitudinal surveys suffer from attrition as people drop out of the survey. To 
deal with this, USoc’s longitudinal weights are applied to all analysis. The weights 
adjust for unequal selection probabilities, differential non-response and potential 
sampling error.

This report uses charts to convey the findings, and the accompanying tables can 
be found in the Tables section. Interpretation of the analysis focuses on the key 
messages and only discusses differences that are statistically significant (p<0.05).
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 Setting the scene: The financial  
 circumstances of pensioners 

This section uses the latest year of data from USoc (2018/19) to describe the financial 
circumstances of pensioners (people older than State Pension Age): the amount of 
income pensioners receive, where their income comes from and the number of 
pensioners whose income is so low they are deemed to be living in relative poverty.

Before delving into pensioners’ financial circumstances, it is helpful to provide 
contextual information on the background characteristics of older people. Where 
possible – where there are enough respondents in the survey for robust analysis – 
the findings are split by age group to shed light on how the circumstances of older 
people can change as they age.

• The oldest old (aged 80+) are more likely to be female (59%), as men generally 
die younger, and hence over twice as many of those aged 80+ are single women 
(37%) than single men (14%).

•  For all other older age groups, the majority of pensioners live with their partner 
(around three in five older people).

•  Older people are predominantly white (97%).

•  Nearly three-quarters of older people own their own home (72%) but over one 
in five (22%) lives in rented accommodation, with the majority of those living in 
social rented accommodation.

•  One in five older people lives in a working household and this varies according 
to age, with a third (35%) of those aged SPA–69 living in a working household 
compared to one in ten (8%) of those aged 80+.

•  Nearly one in five (17%) older people cares for someone inside or outside the 
household; this reduces with age (21% of those aged SPA–69 compared with 
14% of those aged 80+), which is partly a reflection of cared-for partners dying 
before the partner who cares for them.

•  Over half (58%) of older people have a long-standing illness or disability and this 
increases with age (70% of those aged 80+).

(See Table 1 in Tables)

Pensioners generally receive their income from three main sources: social benefits, 
occupational pensions and income from savings and investments. Some younger 
pensioners also receive income from paid work.

•  The vast majority of older people live in a household that receives social benefits 
(97%). This is mainly because most pensioners are in receipt of the State Pension 
(97%). Social benefits form the largest proportion of total income for pensioners 
in all age groups, and increasingly so as pensioners get older: nearly three-
quarters (64%) of the income of those aged 80+ comes from social benefits 
compared to around a half (47%) for those aged SPA–69.
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•  Around three-quarters of pensioners live in a household that receives investment 
income (76%) and about the same proportion receive a private pension (73%). 
Income from private pensions accounts for about a quarter of total household 
income and investment income around 10%. These sources tend not to vary 
according to age.

•  The only real variation according to age is for households that receive income 
from paid work, with younger pensioners much more likely to do so (37% of 
those aged SPA–69 compared with 9% of those aged 80+). Pensioners aged 
SPA–69 get around a fifth (17%) of their household income from work.

•  The average amount of each different source of income changes as pensioners 
age. The amount of income received from social benefits tends to increase, as 
the amount of income from other sources decreases. The amount of labour 
income pensioners receive drops markedly after age 70 as pensioners leave 
the labour market.

(See Table 2 in Tables) 

Older pensioners tend to have lower incomes than younger pensioners.

•  Older pensioners (aged 75–79 and 80+) are more likely than younger pensioners 
to have incomes lower down the income distribution: 17% of older pensioners 
are in poverty compared to 13% of younger pensioners.

•  Conversely, younger pensioners are more likely than older pensioners to be 
amongst the richest in society: 30% of those aged SPA–69 are in the richest 
quintile compared to 16% of those aged 80+.

(See Table 3 in Tables)

The amount of income households receive, and where it comes from, also varies by 
income quintile.

•  The average (mean) amount of income rises steadily across the income quintiles 
and particularly so for the richest quintile (£5,259 per month), who have incomes 
around three-and-a-half times higher than the poorest quintile (£1,470 per 
month).2

•  The sources of income that vary most across quintiles are private pensions, 
which increases markedly for the richer quintiles. The richest quintile also receive 
markedly more investment income and income from work.

•  This means that those in the poorest income quintile receive the vast majority of 
their income from social benefits (83%); the richest only receive a quarter (26%) 
of their income from social benefits.

(See Table 4 in Tables)

2 Income is equivalised, and the figures presented represent a pensioner couple. Income is net but Council Tax and 
housing costs are not deducted.
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Figure 1: Average (mean) equivalised total net household monthly income 
(before deductions) per month by income quintile

Percentage of total net household income (before deductions) made up of 
each income source, by income quintile

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple.

Note: Quintiles constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).
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Nearly one in seven (15%) pensioners is in poverty – their household income, 
after housing costs, is below 60% of the median. The poverty threshold is set at 
around £750 per month for a single pensioner and £1,300 per month for a couple 
pensioner for 2018/19.3

• Older pensioners are more likely than younger pensioners to be in poverty. 
As older pensioners are more likely to be female, this means that single woman 
are particularly at risk of poverty (25%).

• Ethnic minority pensioners are at marked increased risk of poverty, particularly 
black pensioners (35%).

(See Table 5 in Tables)

Older pensioners are more likely than younger pensioners to be in poverty, 
and older pensioners in poverty can face the most extreme forms of poverty 
in older age.

• Two in five (42%) financially poor pensioners aged 80+ have income in the 
bottom decile compared to less than a third (29%) of poor pensioners aged  
SPA–69.

• Older pensioners in poverty are more likely than younger pensioners in poverty 
to be receiving private pension income and investment income, but much less 
likely to be working and hence receiving earnings.

(See Table 6 in Tables)

Focusing now on pensioners in poverty, the factors that increase the likelihood of 
being in poverty (see Table 5) contribute to the types of pensioners who are living 
on low income in older age.

• Two-thirds of pensioners in poverty are women (67%); half of pensioners in 
poverty are single women (50%).

• Around two in five pensioners in poverty live in social-rented accommodation.

• Seven in ten pensioners in poverty aged 80+ have a long-standing illness or 
disability (68%).

(See Table 7 in Tables)

3 These amounts are taken from the Understanding Society survey data and are slightly higher than those reported in the 
Households Below Average Income (HBAI) series (DWP, 2020).
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 Longer-term poverty and  
 material deprivation 

Pensioners who are unable to exit poverty are at risk of experiencing longer-term 
poverty. A long duration of living on low income can have damaging effects on 
living standards, as people are unable to afford the essentials in life. The USoc 
survey tracks the same individuals over time and, in this section, nine years of 
data are used to identify pensioners with different durations of poverty.

Methodology box 2: Longer-term poverty

The nine-year dataset (2010/114–2018/19) is used to identify the number 
of years an individual has been in poverty, from 0 years (avoiding poverty 
completely over the period) to nine years (being in poverty in all years during 
the period). Poverty is again defined as being below 60% of the population 
median equivalised total net household income after housing costs. 
Pensioners are grouped into four categories:

•  0 years in poverty

•  1–3 years in poverty

•  4–6 years in poverty

•  7–9 years in poverty

The categories show a simple count of the number of years in poverty and do 
not take into account how far pensioners move in or out of poverty. Unless 
specified otherwise, the analysis includes pensioners who were above the 
State Pension Age in the first year of the period (2010/11).

• Two in five (40%) pensioners experience poverty at least once during the nine-
year period.

•  Around one in twenty (6%) pensioners is longer-term poor, meaning they 
experience poverty for 7–9 years of the nine-year period.

(See Table 8 in Tables)

Certain groups of pensioners are more likely to experience longer-term poverty 
(7–9 years), in particular:

•  Single (11% of single women and 9% of single men experience longer-term 
poverty)

•  Black (17%, although low sample sizes mean this is not statistically significant)

•  Renters (private rent 25% and social rent 19%).

(See Table 9 in Tables)

4 The first year of USoc (2009/10) is not used as there are known issues with the income information in that dataset, see 
Fischer, 2016.
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Figure 2: Number of years in poverty (from 2010/11 to 2018/19)  
by sociodemographic characteristic

Pensioners who spend long periods living on low income are likely to have low 
living standards – their ability to buy goods and services is restricted by their 
financial constraints. The analysis presented below illustrates the proportion of 
pensioners who go without key items that many of the UK population take for 
granted – such as an annual holiday, going out socially with friends and family, 
and a regular haircut. Again, the analysis compares pensioners according to 
their duration in poverty, using the same categories as above.

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19.

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.



16

Methodology box 3: Material deprivation

An additional way of measuring poverty is to ask pensioners which of a list of 
essential items their household does not have. In USoc, pensioners are asked 
a series of questions related to the living standards of people of pensionable 
age in their household. The questions cover the following items:

•  Eat at least one filling meal a day

•  Go out socially, either alone or with other people, at least once a month

•  See friends or family at least once a month

•  Take a holiday away from home for a week or more at least once a year

•  Be able to be replace a cooker if it broke down

•  Home kept in a good state of repair

•  Heating, electrics, plumbing and drains kept in good working order

•  Damp-free home

•  Home kept adequately warm

•  Telephone to use, whenever one is needed

•  Access to a car or taxi, whenever one is needed

•  Have hair done or cut regularly

•  Have a warm waterproof coat

•  Be able to pay an unexpected expense of £200

For each item, pensioners indicate whether all pensioners in the household 
have or do this, or, not. The analysis below considers the percentage of 
pensioners who do not have items and also the number of items pensioners 
go without.5

5 The USoc questionnaire also asks for reasons why pensioners go without each item. We do not use that data here.

The overarching message is that any experience of poverty during the nine-year 
period puts a pensioner at increased risk of experiencing material deprivation 
(compared to a pensioner who avoids poverty completely during that period). 
Pensioners with longer durations of poverty (4–6 years and 7–9 years) were more 
likely than pensioners with shorter durations of poverty (1–3 years) to experience 
at least some material deprivation.
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Figure 3: Number of material deprivation items lacked (in 2018/19) according  
to longer-term poverty status (from 2010/11 to 2018/19)

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19.

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.

Note: Chart should be read as 63% of pensioners who spent 0 years in poverty lacked 0 deprivation items, 
40% of pensioners who were in poverty for 1–3 years lacked 0 deprivation items, and so on.

•  Two-thirds (67%) of pensioners who spent 4–6 years and 7–9 years in poverty 
lacked at least one of the deprivation items.

•  Nearly one in five pensioners who experienced poverty at least once during the 
period were deprived of three or more items.

•  The most common item that pensioners went without was a holiday away from 
home. Around one half of pensioners who experienced poverty lacked this 
compared to three in ten of pensioners who avoided poverty. 

(See Tables 10 and 11 in Tables)
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One of the likely drivers of poverty in older age is having a low income in working 
age. Looking at longer-term poverty by poverty status in the first year (2010/11) of 
the period shows that:

•  One in five (21%) older people approaching pension age (aged 60–SPA) and 
already in poverty in 2010/11 went on to experience long-term poverty (7–9 
years). This is far greater than for those who approached SPA not in poverty. 
Only 2% of older people approaching pension age (aged 60–SPA) who were 
not in poverty in 2010/11 experienced long-term poverty.

•  Around three quarters (76%) of older people approaching pension age (aged 60–
SPA) who were not in poverty in 2010/11 did not experience any poverty during 
the period (2010/11–2018/19).

•  The likelihood of an incidence of poverty leading to longer-term poverty 
increases with age.

(See Table 12 in Tables)

The link between past and present poverty duration is explored further by 
comparing two consecutive four-year periods (2011/12–2014/15 and 2015/16– 
2018/19). Here persistent poverty is defined as being poor for three or four years 
across a four-year period:  

•  Pensioners who experienced persistent poverty in the first period (2011/12–
2014/15) were more likely than not to continue to experience a further period 
of poverty. For example, over half (57%) of pensioners aged SPA–69 who 
experienced persistent poverty in the first period also experienced persistent 
poverty in the second period (2015/16–2018/19).

•  Very few pensioners (less than 2%) who experienced no poverty in the first period 
(2011/12–2014/15) went on to experience persistent poverty in the second period 
(2015/16–2018/19).

(See Table 13 in Tables)
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Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2011/12–2014/15.

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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 Changes in income in older age:  
 Poverty entry and exit 

Much research on poverty takes a snapshot view, using cross-sectional surveys 
to provide estimates of poverty at a point in time. Surveys such as the Family 
Resources Survey, used to create the government’s Households Below Average 
Income series, ask respondents about their current financial circumstances. These 
surveys are annual but with a new sample of respondents each time. Using data 
from longitudinal surveys such as Understanding Society – which repeats the 
same survey with the same respondents each year – allows research into poverty 
transitions through the comparison of individuals’ financial circumstances from 
one year to the next. 

Longitudinal data enables explorations of why people move into poverty, and 
what helps them to escape, by identifying other events that coincide with poverty 
transitions, such as starting or stopping receipt of particular sources of income. 
The ability to look at how circumstances change for the same individuals is simply 
not available from standard cross-sectional surveys. Furthermore, cross-sectional 
research can ignore the fact that poverty at a point in time is the net outcome of 
movements into and out of poverty, meaning that the different factors that drive 
poverty entry and poverty exit can easily get overlooked.

Changes in income and sources of income

First, a look at changes in household income for all pensioners, using income 
quintiles to map movements from one year to the next. Income quintiles divide the 
whole population (including non-pensioners), when ranked by household income, 
into five equal-sized groups from the poorest quintile to the richest quintile.

•  Income stability or low-range income movements are most common. It is rare 
for pensioner incomes to make a dramatic fall, or rise, from one year to the next. 
Clearly, income stability is not good for pensioners in poverty, as it implies being 
unable to increase household income enough to exit poverty, and consequently 
could lead to periods of persistent poverty. Furthermore, when pensioner 
incomes do rise, the likelihood is that they will not increase by so much to 
vastly improve their living standards.

•  Around half of pensioners remain in the same income quintile from one year to 
the next, and this is particularly common for pensioners in the richest quintile 
(73% of those in the richest quintile remained in the richest quintile a year later 
– the equivalent figure of those in the poorest quintile was 59%).

•  The majority of pensioners who do move quintiles only move one quintile: for 
example, of those in quintiles 2–4 (who can move up or down quintiles), around 
two in five move one quintile (with around half staying in the same quintile).

•  Three in five (59%) pensioners in the poorest quintile remained so in the following 
year. A further quarter (23%) only moved to the second poorest quintile. 

(See Table 15 in Tables)
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Methodology box 4: Constructing changes in sources 
of income

Changes in each of the six sources of income are constructed using data from 
the latest two waves of USoc (2017/18–2018/19). A change in income is only 
identified when there is a sizeable difference from one year to the next. This 
means a change of at least 20% and a minimum of £10.

•  Social benefit income

•  Occupational pension income

•  Investment income

•  Labour income

•  Private benefit income

•  Miscellaneous income

•  Housing costs. The cost of housing (rent or mortgage interest payments) 
is deducted from total net income when using an after-housing-costs 
measure of poverty. Hence a change in housing costs could lead to a poverty 
transition. As with income, a change in housing costs is only recorded if it is 
at least 20% and a minimum of £10.

The USoc survey includes a number of data-quality checks to ensure the 
income information collected from respondents is as robust as possible. 
This includes asking respondents to refer to payslips when reporting earnings 
income and, where a state benefit is known to be paid at fixed rate, the 
reported data is edited to match the fixed rate. Respondents are also asked if 
they still receive sources of income they reported receipt of at the previous 
survey, if they did not report it during the present interview.

Figure 6: Movement between quintiles in one year

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.

Note: Quintiles constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).
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Pensioners tend to receive income from social benefits, private pensions, 
investment income and, for younger pensioners, labour income:

•  Around half (51%) of pensioners saw a change in investment income, an equal 
number seeing it increase (26%) or decrease (25%). There was little variation 
by age.

•  Around a third (32%) of pensioners saw a change in social benefit income, and 
a similar proportion saw a change in private pension income (29%). Across all 
age groups, more pensioners saw an increase than a decrease.

•  Younger pensioners were most likely to see a change in labour income, with 
15% of those aged SPA–69 seeing a decrease and 10% seeing an increase.

(See Table 14 in Tables)
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Figure 7: Percentage of pensioners who experience a change of income by 
income source

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple.

Note: Social benefits include tax credits and all state benefits, including State Pension.

Note: Private pension income includes occupational pensions income.

Note: Investment income includes private pensions/annuities, rents received, income from savings 
and investments.

Note: Labour income includes usual pay and self-employment earnings. This also includes income 
from second jobs.
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Poverty entries and exits

Some pensioners experience longer-term poverty in older age, which brings an 
increased risk of material deprivation, so preventing pensioners entering poverty, 
and helping those already in poverty to exit, is paramount. This section focuses 
on pensioners who make a move into, or out of, poverty from one year to the 
next. It identifies which pensioners this is particularly likely to happen to, and 
how changes in the separate sources of household income may have driven 
the poverty transition.

The poverty entry rate identifies older people moving into low income between one 
year and the next (and moving at least 10% below the poverty line), expressed as a 
percentage of the total number of pensioners who were above the poverty line in 
the first year.

• The poverty entry rate for all pensioners is 5%. This means that one in twenty (5%) 
pensioners not in poverty in one year (2017/18) moved into poverty a year later 
(2018/19).

Methodology box 5

Two years of data (2017/18–2018/19) are used to identify individuals who make 
low income transitions:

Year 1 poverty state  Year 2 poverty state 
Year 1 to year 2  
poverty transition 

Not in poverty  Not in poverty  Avoid poverty

Not in poverty  In poverty  Enter poverty

In poverty  In poverty  Continual poverty

In poverty  Not in poverty  Exit poverty

To ensure poverty entries and exits are properly identified, only ‘clear’ transitions 
are counted.

• Poverty entry: an individual has to move from being above the low-income 
line (60% of the median household income) to being at least 10% below the 
low-income line (60% of the median household income). For example, to 
make a poverty entry, a single pensioner would move from above the poverty 
line in 2018/19 to at least 10% below the poverty line in 2018/19.

•  Poverty exit: an individual has to move from being below the low-income line 
(60% of the median household income) to being at least 10% above the low-
income line (60% of the median household income). For example, to make a 
poverty exit, a single pensioner would move from below the poverty line in 
2017/18 to at least 10% above the poverty line in 2018/19.
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• The poverty entry rate does not vary considerably by age.

•  Pensioners who enter poverty tend not to have been living on high income 
previously. The majority (58%) of pensioners who entered poverty were in the 
2nd poorest income quintile a year earlier, and a further quarter (25%) were in 
the middle quintile.

(See Table 16 in Tables)

The poverty exit rate identifies pensioners moving out of low income between one 
year and the next (and moving at least 10% above the poverty line), expressed as a 
percentage of the total number of pensioners who were below the poverty line in 
the first year.

•  The poverty exit rate for all pensioners is 32%. This means that around three in 
ten (32%) of pensioners in poverty in one year (2017/18) moved out of poverty 
a year later (2018/19).

•  The poverty exit rate does not vary considerably by age.

•  When pensioners exit poverty they tend not to move too far up the income 
distribution. Around half (46%) of those who exited poverty moved into the 
second poorest income quintile and a further two in five (40%) moved to 
the middle quintile.

(See Table 16 in Tables)

The poverty entry and exit rates suggest different proportions of pensioners move 
into and out of poverty each year, but this is rather misleading because the base 
for each calculation is very different. For example, the base for poverty entry is very 
large as it includes all pensioners not originally in poverty (including those in the 
richest quintiles who are unlikely to enter poverty). Conversely, the base for poverty 
exits is comparatively smaller as it is pensioners currently in poverty. Hence the 
poverty entry rate is low (5%) and the poverty exit rate high (32%), yet the overall 
proportions of all pensioners who enter and exit poverty are similar.

In this report, a measure of poverty transition is used. This shows the percentage 
of all pensioners who experience a poverty change – either into or out of poverty, 
or who remain in the same state – avoid or remain in poverty. One advantage of 
using this measure is that it demonstrates that the proportion of pensioners who 
enter and exit poverty is similar – in 2018/19 this was around one in twenty of all 
pensioners. 

• A similar proportion of pensioners enter poverty (4%) and exit poverty (5%).

•  Four in five (81%) pensioners remain out of poverty and one in ten (11%) remains 
in poverty in both years.

•  Poverty transitions do not vary considerably by age, although older pensioners 
were more likely to remain in poverty as they age.

(See Table 17 in Tables)
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Just as the chances of being in poverty can vary according to the 
sociodemographic characteristics of pensioners, so can the chances 
of entering or exiting poverty.

• Overall, 4% of pensioners entered poverty from one year to the next.  
Pensioners at increased risk of entering poverty are:

 – Single women (6%)

 – Asian (11%)

 – Social and private renters (9% and 8%)

• Overall, 5% of pensioners exited poverty from one year to the next.  
Pensioners at increased probability of exiting poverty are:

 – Single women (7%)

 – Asian (11%)
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Figure 8: Percentage of pensioners who make poverty transitions 2017/18 
to 2018/19

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Income is measured as equivalised total net household income after housing costs.

Note: To exit or enter poverty an individual’s household income has to cross the poverty line 
and change by at least 10%.
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• Overall, 11% of pensioners remained in poverty from one year to the next. 
Pensioners at increased risk of remaining in poverty are:

 – Single (single women 19%, single man 16%)

 – Black (26%)

 – Renters (social 28% and private 37%)

0

20

40

60

80

100

Single
man

16%

6%

73%

5%

Single
woman

Couple without 
children

Complex
household

White Asian Black Mixed
background

All
pensioners

Entered povertyRemained in poverty Exited poverty Remained out of poverty

68%

7%

6%

19%

86%

4%
3%

7%

90%

4%
3%
4%

81%

5%

4%

10%

65%

11%

11%

14%

60%

6%

7%

26%

68%

6%

4%

22%

81%

5%

4%

11%

Figure 9: Poverty transition by sociodemographic characterisics

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Income is measured as equivalised total net household income after housing costs.

Note: To exit or enter poverty an individual’s household income has to cross the poverty line and change by 
at least 10%.

Note: Sociodemographic characteristic measured in first year (2017/18).
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Changes in sources of income associated with poverty 
entry and exit

This section looks more closely at the different components of household 
income that change alongside a poverty transition. To make a poverty entry 
or exit, a pensioner would experience one or more of a change in household 
income, a change in housing costs or a change in household size (which affects 
the equivalisation scale). The former of these is particularly interesting to look at 
in detail to understand which changes in sources of income occur alongside a 
poverty transition.

Pensioners who enter poverty:

• Three in five (61%) pensioners who enter poverty experience a reduction in social 
benefit income. The average (mean) decrease in social benefits for a couple who 
enter poverty is £542 per month (median decrease is £475).

•  A quarter (27%) of pensioners who enter poverty experience a reduction in private 
pension income. The average (mean) decrease in private pension income for a 
couple who enters poverty is £153 per month (median decrease is £0 as most 
pensioners do not experience a reduction).

•  One in five (21%) pensioners who enters poverty experiences an increase in 
housing costs.

Pensioners who exit poverty:

• Seven in ten (70%) pensioners who exit poverty experience an increase in social 
benefit income. The average (mean) increase in social benefits for a couple who 
exits poverty is £571 per month (median increase is £492).

•  Two in five (42%) pensioners who exit poverty experience an increase in private 
pension income. The average (mean) increase in private pension income for a 
couple who exits poverty is £397 per month (median increase is £3 reflecting 
that most pensioners do not experience a change of at least 20% and a minimum 
of £10).

•  A third (36%) of pensioners who exit poverty experience an increase in investment 
income. The (mean) average increase in investment income for a couple who 
exits poverty is £105 per month (median increase is £0 as most pensioners do 
not experience an increase).

•  One in ten (10%) pensioners who exits poverty experiences an increase in labour 
income. The average (mean) increase in labour income for a couple who exits 
poverty is £122 per month (median increase is £0 as most pensioners do not 
experience an increase).

•  One in ten (9%) pensioners who exits poverty experiences a decrease in 
housing costs.

(See Tables 19 and 20 in Tables)
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Figure 10: Percentage of pensioners who had a change in amount of broad 
income source alongside entering poverty

Average (mean) amount of income fall per month for pensioners 
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Base: Individuals of pension age who entered poverty.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple per month.
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Figure 11: Percentage of pensioners who had a change in amount of broad 
income source alongside exiting poverty

Average (mean) amount of income fall per month for pensioners exiting 
poverty

Base: Individuals of pension age who exited poverty.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple per month.
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Methodology box 6

Multivariate analysis (logistic regression) is used to explore which of the 
component income sources, and housing costs, has the largest effect on 
poverty transitions when taking the other sources into account. The strength 
of this technique is that it can show what has an independent association with 
a poverty transition when other factors have been accounted for: for example, 
the effect of a decrease in social benefit income on poverty entry taking into 
account that a household may see a decrease in private pension income too. 
The analysis considers whether the income from each of the six different 
components of household income (and housing costs) increased, stayed 
the same (reference category) or decreased:

•  Social benefit income

•  Private pensions income

•  Investment income

•  Labour income

•  Private benefit income

•  Miscellaneous income

•  Housing costs

The analysis also controls for a number of sociodemographic characteristics:

• Sex

•  Age

•  Change in household size

More focus will be given to life events that could impact on poverty transitions, 
such as separation, bereavement and moving house, in further research to be 
published in 2022.

The results of the logistic regression analysis are presented as odds ratios 
(OR), which describe the ratio of the odds of entering poverty for a particular 
explanatory factor (such as social benefit income decreasing) to the odds of not 
entering poverty for a reference, or comparison, category of the same factor 
(e.g. social benefit income staying the same). An OR greater than 1 indicates 
an increased chance of entering poverty, and an OR less than 1 indicates a 
decreased chance. For example, an OR of 2 would indicate that pensioners 
living in a household that saw a decrease in social benefit income had twice 
the odds (i.e. were more likely) of entering poverty compared to those in a 
household where social benefit income stayed the same – when taking into 
account the other factors in the analysis. Likewise, an OR of 0.5 would indicate 
that living in a household that saw a decrease in social benefit income had 
half the odds (i.e. were less likely) of entering poverty compared to those in 
a household where social benefit income stayed the same.
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The significance level (denoted by Sig. in the tables) tells us how likely this has 
been found by chance. If the significance level is less than 0.05, i.e. there is less 
than a 5% chance, then we conclude that the finding is statistically significant. 
To make it easier to see the statistically significant findings, these rows in the 
regression tables have been shaded grey.

Given the relatively small sample sizes of pensioners who enter (and exit) 
poverty, these analyses can be regarded as experimental, but they very 
much support the patterns seen throughout the report.

The logistic regression analysis identifies factors that remain associated with poverty 
entry (or exit) when other factors are taken into account. First, looking at pensioners 
who enter poverty:

•  Pensioners living in a household where social benefit income decreases have 14 
times the odds of entering poverty than households where social benefit income 
does not change.

•  Pensioners living in a household where housing costs increases have 19 times the 
odds of entering poverty than households where housing costs did not change.

• Living in a household where private pension income or labour income decreases 
also has a significant impact on poverty entry, but to a lesser magnitude.

(See Table 21 in Tables)
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Figure 12: Odds ratio for poverty entry

Base: Individuals of pension age who were not in poverty in 2017/18 (n=6,587).

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Odds ratios describe the ratio of the odds of poverty entry for a particular explanatory factor (such as 
social benefit income decreased) to the odds of not entering poverty for a reference, or comparison, category 
of the same factor (e.g. social benefit income staying the same). An OR greater than 1 indicates an increased 
chance of poverty entry, and an OR less than 1 indicates a decreased chance.

Turning now to pensioners who exit poverty:

•  Pensioners living in a household where social benefit income increases have 20 
times the odds of exiting poverty than households where social benefit income 
does not change.

•  Pensioners living in a household where labour income increases have over 16 
times the odds of exiting poverty than households where labour income does 
not change.

•  Pensioners living in a household where private pension income increases have 
nine times the odds of exiting poverty than households where private pension 
income does not change.

•  Pensioners living in a household where investment income increases have over 
three times the odds of exiting poverty than households where private pension 
income does not change.

•  Pensioners living in a household where housing costs decrease have two times 
the odds of exiting poverty than households where housing costs did not change.

(See Table 22 in Tables)
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Figure 13: Odds ratios for poverty exit

Base: Individuals of pension age who were in poverty in 2017/18 (n=1,036).

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Odds ratios describe the ratio of the odds of poverty exit for a particular explanatory factor (such as 
social benefit income increased) to the odds of not entering poverty for a reference, or comparison, category 
of the same factor (e.g. social benefit income staying the same). An OR greater than 1 indicates an increased 
chance of poverty exit, and an OR less than 1 indicates a decreased chance.
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 Conclusion 

This report has shown that a sizeable proportion of pensioners – nearly one in five 
– currently lives in poverty in the UK; and this has been rising in recent times. Any 
spell of poverty can be troubling and this new research has highlighted that more 
pensioners experience poverty when a longer time window is used than snapshot 
statistics may imply. Two in five pensioners experienced poverty in at least one 
year of the nine-year period from 2010/11 to 2018/19.  Longer durations of poverty 
are likely to have an even more detrimental effect on living standards, and around 
one in twenty pensioners has lived in poverty for seven or more of the past nine 
years. Furthermore, the evidence suggests that pensioners who experience poverty 
continue to do so through older age; hence, understanding poverty transitions can 
help protect pensioners from entering poverty in the first place, and help those 
already in poverty to escape.

To make a poverty transition, a pensioner would experience a change in household 
income – or a change in housing costs, or in household size. According to the 
Understanding Society data, a decrease in social benefit income and an increase in 
housing costs is particularly associated with poverty entry, and an increase in social 
benefit, labour and private pension income is particularly associated with poverty 
exit. Hence much of the focus on why a pensioner enters poverty, and what 
happens to help them escape, shifts to understanding which sources of income 
change and by how much. For example, only younger pensioners tend to work, 
and retirement from the labour market can be an example of such a change in 
circumstances. But this is less relevant for the majority of pensioners, whose main 
source of income is from the State Pension and other social benefits – particularly 
for pensioners lower down the income distribution. Three in five pensioners who 
enter poverty see a reduction in social benefit income, and a similar proportion see 
an increase when exiting poverty, pointing to the need to understand the intricacies 
of changes in benefit receipt in older age.

Further research, due to be published in 2022, will explore in more detail the 
reasons that pensioners make a poverty transition. This will include identifying the 
particular benefits that households receive and any changes to this – amounts 
going up or down, benefit receipt starting or stopping – which coincides with a 
poverty transition. The research will also investigate whether life events – such 
as illness, separation and bereavement – are associated with a poverty transition. 
It is such life events that may trigger a change in income source.

Alongside this forthcoming research, Independent Age will also be carrying out in-
depth interviews with pensioners to understand the lived experience of poverty in 
more detail. The research will ask pensioners about their experiences of fluctuations 
in household income, how long these changes last and how they impact their living 
standards. The research will seek to understand what circumstances lead to social 
benefit receipt changing – and whether this change is due to a life event, such as 
the onset of illness, separation or bereavement, or because of other reasons, such 
as the administrative process of benefit receipt.
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Table 1: Sociodemographics by age group

Age group

Pensioner  
SPA–69

Pensioner  
70–74

Pensioner  
75–79

Pensioner  
80+

All 
pensioners

Sex Male 48% 47% 47% 41% 46%

Female 52% 53% 53% 59% 54%

Family type Single man 10% 10% 11% 14% 11%

Single woman 15% 19% 23% 37% 23%

Couple without children 62% 64% 60% 44% 58%

Complex household 13% 8% 6% 5% 8%

Ethnic group White 97% 98% 97% 98% 97%

Asian 2% 1% 2% 1% 1%

Black 1% 0% 1% 1% 1%

Mixed background 0% 1% 1% 0% 1%

Housing tenure Owned outright 70% 74% 74% 73% 72%

Owned with mortgage 10% 6% 4% 3% 6%

Social rent 14% 16% 17% 19% 17%

Private rent 6% 4% 4% 4% 5%

Other 1% 1% 0% 1% 1%

Household work 
status

Workless household 65% 81% 88% 92% 80%

Working household 35% 19% 12% 8% 20%

Household work 
status

Single, in work 6% 2% 2% 0% 3%

Single, not in work 21% 27% 32% 51% 32%

Couple, one or both 
in work

20% 11% 6% 4% 11%

Couple, neither in work 42% 53% 54% 39% 47%

Complex h’hold, in work 9% 6% 4% 4% 6%

Complex h’hold, not 
in work

2% 1% 1% 2% 2%

Cares for someone 
(inside or outside 
household)

Carer 21% 17% 16% 14% 17%

Not a carer 79% 83% 84% 86% 83%

Long-standing 
illness or disability

Yes 52% 55% 59% 70% 58%

No 48% 45% 41% 30% 42%

Rurality Urban area 70% 70% 69% 71% 70%

Rural area 30% 30% 31% 29% 30%

 Tables 
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Age group

Pensioner  
SPA–69

Pensioner  
70–74

Pensioner  
75–79

Pensioner  
80+

All 
pensioners

Region North 24% 24% 25% 24% 24%

Midlands 27% 26% 27% 28% 27%

London 9% 8% 8% 7% 8%

South 24% 26% 23% 26% 25%

Wales 5% 5% 6% 5% 5%

Scotland 9% 8% 9% 8% 8%

Northern Ireland 2% 2% 2% 3% 2%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2433 2471 1585 1766 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple. 

Note: Quintiles constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).
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Sociodemographics by ethnic group

Ethnic group

White Asian Black
Mixed 

background
All 

pensioners

Sex Male 46% 50% 49% 49% 46%

Female 54% 50% 51% 51% 54%

Family type Single man 11% 5% 20% 12% 11%

Single woman 23% 11% 29% 24% 23%

Couple without children 58% 42% 25% 60% 58%

Complex household 8% 42% 26% 4% 8%

Age group SPA–69 28% 34% 35% 19% 28%

70–74 29% 25% 15% 34% 29%

75–79 19% 24% 24% 26% 19%

80+ 24% 17% 27% 21% 24%

Housing tenure Owned outright 73% 63% 33% 69% 72%

Owned with mortgage 6% 17% 9% 2% 6%

Social rent 17% 11% 47% 21% 17%

Private rent 4% 8% 6% 8% 5%

Other 1% 1% 4% 1%

Household work 
status

Workless household 81% 55% 66% 86% 80%

Working household 19% 45% 34% 14% 20%

Household work 
status

Single, in work 3% 1% 6% 3%

Single, not in work 32% 16% 45% 36% 32%

Couple, one or both in work 11% 7% 11% 12% 11%

Couple, neither in work 47% 36% 17% 48% 47%

Complex h’hold, in work 5% 37% 18% 3% 6%

Complex h’hold, not in work 1% 3% 4% 1% 2%

Cares for someone 
(inside or outside 
household)

Carer 17% 14% 14% 9% 17%

Not a carer 83% 86% 86% 91% 83%

Long-standing 
illness or disability

Yes 58% 61% 65% 63% 58%

No 42% 39% 35% 37% 42%

Rurality Urban area 69% 96% 100% 81% 70%

Rural area 31% 4% 0% 19% 30%
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Ethnic group

White Asian Black
Mixed 

background
All 

pensioners

Region North 25% 18% 9% 15% 24%

Midlands 27% 25% 17% 36% 27%

London 7% 43% 61% 25% 8%

South 25% 10% 10% 18% 25%

Wales 5% 4% 1% 6% 5%

Scotland 9% 1% 2% 8%

Northern Ireland 2% 0% 2%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

7560 339 158 74 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple. 

Note: Quintiles constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).
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Table 2: Broad income sources of pensioners in 2018/19

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

All 
pensioners

Household receives social 
benefit income

No 5% 3% 2% 2% 3%

Yes 95% 97% 98% 98% 97%

Household receives 
pension income

No 28% 27% 26% 27% 27%

Yes 72% 73% 74% 73% 73%

Household receives 
investment income

No 21% 24% 25% 27% 24%

Yes 79% 76% 75% 73% 76%

Household receives 
labour income

No 63% 79% 86% 91% 79%

Yes 37% 21% 14% 9% 21%

Household receives 
other income

No 94% 96% 97% 97% 96%

Yes 6% 4% 3% 3% 4%

Household receives private 
benefit income

No 99% 99% 99% 100% 99%

Yes 1% 1% 1% 0% 1%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2433 2471 1585 1766 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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Average (mean) amount of broad income sources of pensioners in 2018/19

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner  
80+

All  
pensioners

Household income:  
Total income no deductions

£3,258 £2,944 £2,743 £2,633 £2,918

Household income:  
Social benefits

£1,187 £1,341 £1,369 £1,457 £1,332

Household income:  
Private pensions

£989 £956 £897 £798 £916

Household income: 
Investment income

£360 £367 £313 £229 £321

Household income:  
Labour income

£687 £261 £152 £125 £326

Household income: 
Miscellaneous

£33 £19 £13 £24 £23

Household income:  
Private benefits

£2 £0 £0 £1 £1

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2433 2471 1585 1766 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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Average (median) amount of broad income sources of pensioners in 2018/19

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner  
80+

All  
pensioners

Household income:  
Total income no deductions

£2821 £2531 £2408 £2299 £2496

Household income:  
Social benefits

£1179 £1275 £1285 £1357 £1263

Household income:  
Private pensions

£561 £538 £523 £513 £534

Household income: 
Investment income

£63 £59 £33 £20 £41

Household income:  
Labour income

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Household income: 
Miscellaneous

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Household income:  
Private benefits

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2433 2471 1585 1766 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.

Percentage of total income made up of broad income sources

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner  
80+

All  
pensioners

Percentage of total income 
from social benefit income

47% 55% 59% 64% 56%

Percentage of total income 
from pension income

27% 27% 27% 25% 27%

Percentage of total income 
from investment income

9% 10% 8% 7% 8%

Percentage of total income 
from labour income

17% 7% 5% 4% 9%

Percentage of total income 
from miscellaneous income

1% 0% 0% 0% 1%

Percentage of total income 
from private benefit income

0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2433 2471 1585 1766 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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Table 3: Income distribution of pensioners in 2018/19

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

All 
pensioners

Income deciles  
2018/19

Poorest decile 4% 4% 6% 7% 5%

2 9% 9% 10% 10% 10%

3 8% 11% 13% 13% 11%

4 8% 12% 11% 15% 11%

5 9% 10% 11% 12% 10%

6 9% 10% 13% 11% 11%

7 11% 10% 10% 7% 10%

8 13% 10% 9% 9% 10%

9 13% 11% 9% 9% 11%

Richest decile 16% 12% 9% 7% 11%

Income quintiles 
2018/19

Poorest quintile 14% 14% 17% 18% 16%

2nd poorest quintile 16% 22% 22% 27% 21%

Middle quintile 17% 20% 24% 23% 21%

2nd richest quintile 23% 20% 19% 17% 20%

Richest quintile 30% 24% 18% 16% 23%

Relative poverty 
(<60% median income 
AHC) in 2018/19

At or above poverty line 87% 87% 83% 83% 85%

Below poverty line 13% 13% 17% 17% 15%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2433 2471 1585 1766 8255

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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Table 4: Average (mean) amount of broad income sources of pensioners in 
2018/19 by income quintile

Income quintiles 2018/19

Poorest  
quintile

2nd  
poorest 
quintile

Middle 
quintile

2nd  
richest 

quintile
Richest 
quintile

All 
pensioners

Household income: 
Total income no deductions

£1,470 £1,871 £2,401 £3,081 £5,239 £2,918

Household income:  
Social benefits

£1,229 £1,369 £1,463 £1,345 £1,234 £1,332

Household income: 
Private pensions

£148 £308 £617 £1,073 £2,156 £916

Household income: 
Investment income

£47 £98 £152 £265 £927 £321

Household income:  
Labour income

£43 £92 £162 £382 £842 £326

Household income: 
Miscellaneous

£4 £3 £6 £14 £78 £23

Household income:  
Private benefits

£0 £1 £1 £2 £1 £1

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

1098 1606 1694 1699 1981 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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Average (median) amount of broad income sources of pensioners in 2018/19 by 
income quintile

Income quintiles 2018/19

Poorest  
quintile

2nd  
poorest 
quintile

Middle 
quintile

2nd  
richest 

quintile
Richest 
quintile

All 
pensioners

Household income:  
Total income no deductions

£1391 £1843 £2363 £3059 £4446 £2496

Household income:  
Social benefits

£1206 £1325 £1342 £1266 £1197 £1263

Household income:  
Private pensions

£0 £221 £614 £1149 £2094 £534

Household income: 
Investment income

£0 £7 £27 £78 £324 £41

Household income:  
Labour income

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Household income: 
Miscellaneous

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Household income:  
Private benefits

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

1098 1606 1694 1699 1981 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2010/11–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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Percentage of total income made up of broad income sources by income quintile

Income quintiles 2018/19

Poorest 
quintile

2nd  
poorest 
quintile

Middle 
quintile

2nd  
richest 

quintile
Richest 
quintile

All 
pensioners

Percentage of total income 
from social benefit income

83% 73% 61% 44% 26% 56%

Percentage of total income 
from pension income

10% 17% 26% 35% 41% 27%

Percentage of total income 
from investment income

4% 5% 6% 9% 16% 8%

Percentage of total income 
from labour income

3% 5% 7% 12% 15% 9%

Percentage of total income 
from miscellaneous income

0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 1%

Percentage of total income 
from private benefit income

0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

1098 1606 1694 1699 1981 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.
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Table 5: Percentage of total income made up of broad income sources

Relative poverty (<60% 
median income AHC) 

in 2018/19

At or above 
poverty line

Below  
poverty line Unweighted base

Age group SPA–69 87% 13% 100% 2433

70–74 87% 13% 100% 2471

75–79 83% 17% 100% 1585

80+ 83% 17% 100% 1766

Sex Male 87% 13% 100% 3852

Female 84% 16% 100% 4403

Family type Single man 79% 21% 100% 778

Single woman 75% 25% 100% 1573

Couple without children 90% 10% 100% 4784

Complex household 91% 9% 100% 943

Ethnic group White 85% 15% 100% 7560

Asian 81% 19% 100% 339

Black 65% 35% 100% 158

Mixed background 77% 23% 100% 74

Housing tenure Owned outright 92% 8% 100% 6153

Owned with mortgage 91% 9% 100% 570

Social rent 64% 36% 100% 996

Private rent 51% 49% 100% 293

Other 79% 21% 100% 53

Household  
work status

Workless household 83% 17% 100% 6196

Working household 94% 6% 100% 1882

Household  
work status

Single, in work 95% 5% 100% 211

Single, not in work 75% 25% 100% 2198

Couple, one or both in work 93% 7% 100% 972

Couple, neither in work 89% 11% 100% 3842

Complex h’hold, in work 94% 6% 100% 699

Complex h’hold, not in work 81% 19% 100% 156

Cares for someone 
(inside or outside 
household)

Carer 87% 13% 100% 1319

Not a carer 84% 16% 100% 6280

Long-standing  
illness or disability

Yes 84% 16% 100% 4333

No 86% 14% 100% 3361
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Relative poverty (<60% 
median income AHC) 

in 2018/19

At or above 
poverty line

Below  
poverty line Unweighted base

Rurality Urban area 85% 15% 100% 5615

Rural area 86% 14% 100% 2636

Region North 84% 16% 100% 1765

Midlands 85% 15% 100% 2052

London 82% 18% 100% 670

South 87% 13% 100% 1831

Wales 83% 17% 100% 604

Scotland 84% 16% 100% 745

Northern Ireland 89% 11% 100% 584

All pensioners 85% 15% 100% 8255

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2011/12–2018/19. 

Note: Poverty measured as below 60% median equivalised total net household income after housing costs.
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Table 6: Financial circumstances of pensioners in poverty (1)

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

Income deciles 2018/19 Poorest decile 29% 31% 35% 42%

2 70% 68% 62% 58%

3 1% 0% 3% 1%

Household receives social benefit 
income

No 4% 1% 1% 1%

Yes 96% 99% 99% 99%

Household receives pension income No 63% 58% 60% 54%

Yes 37% 42% 40% 46%

Household receives investment income No 51% 52% 44% 43%

Yes 49% 48% 56% 57%

Household receives labour income No 86% 94% 96% 99%

Yes 14% 6% 4% 1%

Household receives other income No 97% 99% 98% 99%

Yes 3% 1% 2% 1%

Household receives private benefit 
income

No 100% 100% 100% 100%

Yes 0%

Percentage of total income from 
social benefit income

80% 83% 84% 85%

Percentage of total income from 
pension income

9% 10% 9% 10%

Percentage of total income from 
investment income

4% 4% 4% 4%

Percentage of total income from 
labour income

7% 3% 2% 1%

Percentage of total income from 
miscellaneous income

0% 0% 1% 0%

Percentage of total income from 
private benefit income

0% 0% 0% 0%

Household income: Total income 
no deductions

1479 1519 1418 1436

Household income: Social benefits 1216 1275 1209 1205

Household income: Private pensions 125 149 136 175

Household income: Investment income 39 48 38 48

Household income: Labour income 94 45 28 6

Household income: Miscellaneous 5 2 7 2

Household income: Private benefits 0 0 0 0

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100%

286 292 218 255
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Financial circumstances of pensioners in poverty (2)

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

NI Retirement/State Retirement 
(Old Age) Pension

No 9% 2% 2% 3%

Yes – In receipt 91% 98% 98% 97%

Pension from a previous employer No 64% 62% 65% 62%

Yes – In receipt 36% 38% 35% 38%

Pension from a spouses previous 
employer

No 97% 94% 90% 89%

Yes – In receipt 3% 6% 10% 11%

Private Pension/Annuity No 80% 73% 76% 83%

Yes – In receipt 20% 27% 24% 17%

Widows or War Widows Pension No 99% 99% 99% 100%

Yes – In receipt 1% 1% 1% 0%

Pension Credit (includes Guarantee 
Credit, Savings Credit)

No 75% 65% 73% 77%

Yes – In receipt 25% 35% 27% 23%

Disability Living Allowance No 96% 90% 92% 94%

Yes – In receipt 4% 10% 8% 6%

Personal Independence Payments No 96% 98% 100% 100%

Yes – In receipt 4% 2% 0% 0%

Attendance Allowance No 99% 95% 96% 92%

Yes – In receipt 1% 5% 4% 8%

Carer’s Allowance (formerly Invalid 
Care Allowance)

No 99% 98% 96% 97%

Yes – In receipt 1% 2% 4% 3%

Housing Benefit No 63% 69% 68% 79%

Yes – In receipt 37% 31% 32% 21%

Council Tax Benefit No 48% 50% 49% 54%

Yes – In receipt 52% 50% 51% 46%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100%

286 292 218 255
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Table 7: Sociodemographic characteristics of pensioners in poverty

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

Sex Male 45% 42% 40% 33%

Female 55% 58% 60% 67%

Family type Single man 18% 18% 13% 13%

Single woman 33% 35% 36% 50%

Couple without children 38% 43% 46% 35%

Complex household 10% 4% 5% 1%

Ethnic group White 96% 95% 96% 98%

Asian 2% 2% 3% 1%

Black 2% 1% 1% 1%

Mixed background 0% 2% 0% 1%

Housing tenure Owned outright 40% 37% 40% 43%

Owned with mortgage 4% 5% 3% 2%

Social rent 40% 41% 40% 42%

Private rent 15% 16% 17% 12%

Other 1% 1% – 1%

Household work status Workless household 82% 92% 94% 98%

Working household 18% 8% 6% 2%

Household work status Single, in work 2% 1% 1% –

Single, not in work 50% 52% 49% 63%

Couple, one or both in work 9% 5% 4% 0%

Couple, neither in work 30% 38% 41% 35%

Complex h’hold, in work 6% 2% 1% 1%

Complex h’hold, not in work 3% 2% 4% 0%

Cares for someone  
(inside or outside 
household)

Carer 18% 13% 20% 11%

Not a carer 82% 87% 80% 89%

Long-standing illness or 
disability

Yes 58% 61% 58% 68%

No 42% 39% 42% 32%
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Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

Rurality Urban area 72% 70% 70% 70%

Rural area 28% 30% 30% 30%

Region North 22% 25% 28% 29%

Midlands 22% 27% 27% 32%

London 14% 10% 9% 6%

South 21% 21% 20% 21%

Wales 7% 6% 8% 3%

Scotland 13% 9% 7% 8%

Northern Ireland 1% 2% 1% 2%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100%

286 292 218 255

Base: Individuals of pension age. 

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple. 

Note: Social benefits include tax credits and all state benefits, including State Pension. 

Note: Private pension income includes occupational pensions income. 

Note: Investment income includes private pensions/annuities, rents received, income from savings and 
investments. 

Note: Labour income includes usual pay and self-employment earnings. This also includes income from 
second jobs. 
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Table 8: Longer-term poverty

Number of years in poverty  
2010/11–2018/19

0 years in poverty 60% 3196

1–3 years in poverty 24% 1108

4–6 years in poverty 10% 427

7–9 years in poverty 6% 241

Total 100% 4972

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19. 

Note: Income is measured as equivalised total net household income after housing costs. 

Table 9: Longer-term poverty by sociodemographics (1)

Age group Sex Total

SPA–74 75+ Male Female
All 

pensioners

Number of years in 
poverty 2010/11–2018/19

0 years  
in poverty

65% 58% 65% 58% 60%

1–3 years  
in poverty

21% 25% 20% 25% 24%

4–6 years  
in poverty

9% 10% 9% 10% 10%

7–9 years  
in poverty

5% 7% 5% 7% 6%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

1953 3019 1760 3212 4972

Base: Individuals of pension age. 

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19. 

Note: Income is measured as equivalised total net household income after housing costs. 

Note: To exit or enter poverty an individual’s household income has to cross the poverty line and change 
by at least 10%. 

Note: Sociodemographic characteristic measured in first year (2017/18).

Note: To exit or enter poverty an individual’s household income has to cross the poverty line and change 
by at least 10%.



Longer-term poverty by sociodemographics (2)

Family type Ethnic group

Single  
man

Single 
woman

Couple 
without 
children

Complex 
household Missing White Asian Black

Mixed 
background

All 
pensioners

Number of years in poverty 
2010/11–2018/19

0 years in 
poverty

55% 43% 69% 72% 74% 61% 58% 26% 49% 60%

1–3 years in 
poverty

22% 31% 20% 23% 26% 24% 24% 37% 20% 24%

4–6 years in 
poverty

14% 14% 7% 5% – 10% 15% 19% 21% 10%

7–9 years in 
poverty

9% 11% 4% 0% – 6% 3% 17% 11% 6%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

426 1281 2831 346 17 4717 116 82 40 4972
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Longer-term poverty by sociodemographics (3)

Housing tenure Household work status Total

Owned 
outright

Owned with 
mortgage Social rent Private rent Other

Workless 
household

Working 
household

All  
pensioners

Number of years in poverty 
2010/11–2018/19

0 years in 
poverty

72% 67% 18% 23% 51% 58% 77% 60%

1–3 years in 
poverty

20% 26% 41% 23% 21% 24% 18% 24%

4–6 years in 
poverty

6% 6% 22% 29% 22% 11% 3% 10%

7–9 years in 
poverty

3% 2% 19% 25% 6% 7% 1% 6%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

3881 205 598 162 29 4186 698 4972
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Longer-term poverty by sociodemographics (4)

Cares for someone (inside 
or outside household)

Long-standing illness  
or disability

Urban or rural area,  
derived Total

Carer Not a carer Yes No Urban area Rural area All pensioners

Number of years in poverty 
2010/11–2018/19

0 years  
in poverty

63% 59% 58% 62% 59% 63% 60%

1–3 years 
in poverty

24% 23% 26% 21% 25% 21% 24%

4–6 years 
in poverty

8% 10% 10% 9% 10% 9% 10%

7–9 years 
in poverty

5% 7% 5% 8% 6% 7% 6%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

1094 3644 2543 2300 3327 1644 4972

Base: Individuals of pension age.
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Longer-term poverty by sociodemographics (5)

Region Total

North Midlands London South Wales Scotland N Ireland All pensioners

Number of years in poverty 
2010/11–2018/19

0 years in 
poverty

58% 58% 63% 64% 59% 60% 58% 60%

1–3 years in 
poverty

23% 24% 23% 23% 24% 25% 28% 24%

4–6 years in 
poverty

10% 11% 7% 8% 12% 9% 11% 10%

7–9 years in 
poverty

8% 7% 7% 5% 4% 7% 3% 6%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

1057 1212 361 1122 382 466 371 4972

Base: Individuals of pension age.
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Table 10: Number of items deprived of by longer-term poverty

Number of years in poverty 2010/11–2018/19 Total

0 years  
in poverty

1–3 years  
in poverty

4–6 years  
in poverty

7–9 years  
in poverty

All 
pensioners

Number of deprivation 
items pensioner's 
household goes without

0 63% 40% 33% 33% 53%

1 23% 29% 30% 32% 26%

2 9% 13% 20% 16% 12%

3 or more 5% 18% 17% 19% 10%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

3196 1108 427 241 4972

Base: Individuals of pension age who entered poverty. 

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19. 

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple per month.
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Table 11: Change in broad income sources

Number of years in poverty 2010/11–2018/19 Total

0 years  
in poverty

1–3 years  
in poverty

4–6 years  
in poverty

7–9 years  
in poverty

All 
pensioners

Filling meal a day: yes Not mentioned 1% 2% 2% 1% 1%

Yes mentioned 99% 98% 98% 99% 99%

Go out socially: yes Not mentioned 11% 21% 25% 19% 16%

Yes mentioned 89% 79% 75% 81% 84%

See friends/family: yes Not mentioned 2% 5% 4% 2% 3%

Yes mentioned 98% 95% 96% 98% 97%

Holiday away from home: 
yes

Not mentioned 29% 49% 56% 57% 38%

Yes mentioned 71% 51% 44% 43% 62%

Replace broken cooker: 
yes

Not mentioned 2% 6% 10% 10% 4%

Yes mentioned 98% 94% 90% 90% 96%

Home good state of 
repair: yes

Not mentioned 3% 8% 6% 8% 5%

Yes mentioned 97% 92% 94% 92% 95%

Services in good working 
order: yes

Not mentioned 1% 3% 4% 4% 2%

Yes mentioned 99% 97% 96% 96% 98%

Damp-free home: yes Not mentioned 3% 6% 4% 7% 4%

Yes mentioned 97% 94% 96% 93% 96%

Home kept warm: yes Not mentioned 1% 3% 2% 3% 2%

Yes mentioned 99% 97% 98% 97% 98%

Has telephone: yes Not mentioned 0% 1% 1% 1% 1%

Yes mentioned 100% 99% 99% 99% 99%

Access to car/taxi: yes Not mentioned 3% 13% 13% 17% 8%

Yes mentioned 97% 87% 87% 83% 92%

Hair cut regularly: yes Not mentioned 4% 9% 10% 11% 6%

Yes mentioned 96% 91% 90% 89% 94%

Warm waterproof coat: 
yes

Not mentioned 1% 1% 1% 1% 1%

Yes mentioned 99% 99% 99% 99% 99%

Pay unexpected expense: 
yes

Not mentioned 2% 10% 14% 9% 5%

Yes mentioned 98% 90% 86% 91% 95%

How pay unexpected 
expense: income, cutting 
back on essentials

Not mentioned 92% 87% 90% 90% 91%

Yes mentioned 8% 13% 10% 10% 9%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

3196 1108 427 241 4972

Base: Individuals of pension age who exited poverty. 

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19. 

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple per month. 



Table 12: Longer-term poverty by poverty status in first year by age

Age group

60–SPA SPA–69 70–74 75+ Total

Relative poverty (<60% 
median income AHC) 

in 2010/11

Relative poverty (<60% 
median income AHC) 

in 2010/11

Relative poverty (<60% 
median income AHC) 

in 2010/11

Relative poverty (<60% 
median income AHC) 

in 2010/11

At or above 
poverty line

Below 
poverty line

At or above 
poverty line

Below 
poverty line

At or above 
poverty line

Below 
poverty line

At or above 
poverty line

Below 
poverty line

All pensioners

Number of years  
in poverty  
2010/11–2018/19

0 years  
in poverty

76% 73% 69% 65% 61%

1–3 years  
in poverty

21% 53% 20% 36% 24% 22% 27% 29% 24%

4–6 years  
in poverty

3% 26% 5% 33% 5% 36% 7% 31% 9%

7–9 years  
in poverty

1% 21% 2% 30% 2% 42% 1% 40% 6%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

1003 155 2584 322 945 144 836 141 6130

Base: Individuals of pension age who were not in poverty in 2017/18 (n=6,587).

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.
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Table 13: Poverty duration (2015/16–2018/19) by poverty duration (2011/12–2014/15) by age

60–SPA SPA–69 70–74 75+ Total

Number of years in poverty 
2011/12–2014/15

Number of years in poverty 
2011/12–2014/15

Number of years in poverty  
2011/12–2014/15

Number of years in poverty  
2011/12–2014/15

0 years  
in poverty

1–2 years 
in poverty

3–4 years 
in poverty

0 years  
in poverty

1–2 years 
in poverty

3–4 years 
in poverty

0 years  
in poverty

1–2 years 
in poverty

3–4 years 
in poverty

0 years  
in poverty

1–2 years 
in poverty

3–4 years 
in poverty

All 
pensioners

Number 
of years 
in poverty 
2015/16–
2018/19

0 years  
in poverty

89% 64% 28% 87% 42% 12% 87% 40% 13% 82% 41% 9% 72%

1–2 years 
in poverty

9% 24% 25% 11% 38% 32% 12% 33% 21% 17% 42% 33% 18%

3–4 years 
in poverty

2% 12% 47% 1% 20% 57% 1% 27% 66% 1% 18% 58% 10%

Unweighted 
base

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

930 242 81 2326 424 212 889 208 112 831 201 123 6579

Base: Individuals of pension age who were in poverty in 2017/18 (n=1,036). 

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18-2018/19.
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Table 14: Change in broad income sources
Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

All 
pensioners

Change in social 
benefit income

Income increased 19% 18% 17% 23% 19%

Income not 
changed

68% 70% 69% 61% 67%

Income decreased 13% 12% 14% 16% 13%

Change in private 
pension income

Income increased 16% 18% 16% 17% 17%

Income not 
changed

73% 70% 71% 68% 71%

Income decreased 12% 12% 13% 15% 13%

Change in 
investment income

Income increased 28% 26% 24% 26% 26%

Income not 
changed

47% 48% 51% 50% 49%

Income decreased 26% 25% 25% 24% 25%

Change in private 
benefit income

Income increased 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Income not 
changed

99% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Income decreased 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Change in labour 
income

Income increased 10% 7% 4% 3% 6%

Income not 
changed

75% 83% 90% 95% 84%

Income decreased 15% 10% 6% 2% 9%

Change in 
miscellaneous 
income

Income increased 3% 2% 2% 2% 2%

Income not 
changed

94% 96% 97% 97% 96%

Income decreased 2% 2% 2% 1% 2%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2546 2243 1412 1458 7659

Base: Individuals of pension age in 2017/18.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: An income change is only recorded if more/less than 20% and a minimum of £10.

Note: Social benefits include tax credits and all state benefits, including State Pension.

Note: Private pension income includes occupational pensions income.

Note: Investment income includes private pensions/annuities, rents received, income from savings and 
investments.

Note: Private benefit income includes trade union/friendly society payments, maintenance or alimony and 
sickness or accident insurance.

Note: Labour income includes usual pay and self-employment earnings. This also includes income from 
second jobs.

Note: Miscellaneous income includes educational grants, payments from family members and any other 
regular payment.
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Table 15: Income quintile movements

Age group SPA–69 Income quintiles 2017/18

Poorest 
quintile

2nd 
poorest 
quintile

Middle 
quintile

2nd  
richest 

quintile
Richest 
quintile

All 
pensioners

Income quintiles 
2018/19

Poorest quintile 66% 19% 5% 3% 1% 14%

2nd poorest 
quintile

16% 50% 22% 5% 2% 17%

Middle quintile 11% 21% 44% 17% 5% 18%

2nd richest 
quintile

3% 7% 24% 55% 18% 23%

Richest quintile 3% 3% 5% 20% 74% 29%

Unweighted 
base

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

295 409 461 552 776 2546

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Quintiles constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).

Age group 70–74 Income quintiles 2017/18

Poorest 
quintile

2nd  
poorest 
quintile

Middle 
quintile

2nd  
richest 

quintile
Richest 
quintile

All 
pensioners

Income quintiles 
2018/19

Poorest quintile 55% 15% 7% 3% 1% 14%

2nd poorest 
quintile

27% 59% 20% 7% 3% 22%

Middle quintile 14% 19% 52% 13% 3% 21%

2nd richest 
quintile

2% 6% 18% 60% 15% 21%

Richest quintile 2% 1% 4% 17% 78% 23%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

300 423 450 454 552 2243

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Quintiles constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).



65

Age group 75–79 Income quintiles 2017/18

Poorest 
quintile

2nd 
poorest 
quintile

Middle 
quintile

2nd  
richest 

quintile
Richest 
quintile

All 
pensioners

Income quintiles 
2018/19

Poorest quintile 65% 20% 8% 1% 3% 18%

2nd poorest 
quintile

21% 55% 18% 5% 3% 22%

Middle quintile 10% 19% 53% 20% 8% 24%

2nd richest 
quintile

2% 4% 15% 56% 19% 19%

Richest quintile 2% 2% 6% 17% 67% 18%

Unweighted 
base

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

200 310 331 269 278 1412

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Quintiles constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).

Age group 80+ Income quintiles 2017/18

Poorest 
quintile

2nd  
poorest 
quintile

Middle 
quintile

2nd  
richest 

quintile
Richest 
quintile

All 
pensioners

Income quintiles 
2018/19

Poorest quintile 53% 16% 7% 3% 2% 17%

2nd poorest 
quintile

28% 55% 27% 11% 4% 28%

Middle quintile 16% 21% 46% 18% 11% 23%

2nd richest 
quintile

2% 3% 16% 48% 16% 16%

Richest quintile 1% 4% 5% 20% 68% 16%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

262 322 321 298 230 1458
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Table 16: Poverty entries

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

All 
pensioners

Poverty entry  
(2017/18–2018/19)

Remained not 
in poverty

97% 96% 93% 94% 95%

Entered poverty 3% 4% 7% 6% 5%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2173 1878 1189 1162 6402

Base: Individuals of pension age not in poverty in 2017/18.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Poverty threshold constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).

Poverty entries by income quintile in first year (2017/18)

Poverty entry (2017/18–2018/19)

Remained not in 
poverty

Entered poverty All pensioners

Income quintiles 2017/18 Poorest quintile 1% 3% 1%

2nd poorest quintile 23% 58% 24%

Middle quintile 24% 25% 24%

2nd richest quintile 24% 8% 24%

Richest quintile 28% 5% 27%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100%

6123 279 6402

Base: Individuals of pension age not in poverty in 2017/18.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Poverty threshold constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).

Poverty exits

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

All 
pensioners

Poverty exit  
(2017/18–2018/19)

Remained in poverty 72% 66% 75% 63% 68%

Exited poverty 28% 34% 25% 37% 32%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

279 275 190 249 993

Base: Individuals of pension age in poverty in 2017/18.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Poverty threshold constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).
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Poverty exits by income quintile in second year (2018/19)

Poverty exit (2017/18–2018/19)

Remained in 
poverty Exited poverty All pensioners

Income quintiles  
2018/19

Poorest quintile 88% – 60%

2nd poorest quintile 12% 46% 23%

Middle quintile – 40% 13%

2nd richest quintile – 8% 2%

Richest quintile – 6% 2%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100%

661 332 993

Base: Individuals of pension age in poverty in 2017/18.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Poverty threshold constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).
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Table 17: Poverty transitions

Age group

Pensioner 
SPA–69

Pensioner 
70–74

Pensioner 
75–79

Pensioner 
80+

All 
pensioners

Poverty transitions Remained in poverty 9% 10% 12% 13% 11%

Entered poverty 3% 4% 5% 5% 4%

Exited poverty 4% 5% 4% 7% 5%

Remained out 
of poverty

85% 82% 78% 75% 81%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

2452 2153 1379 1411 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age not in poverty in 2017/18.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Poverty threshold constructed using whole population (children, working age and pensioners).



Table 18: Poverty transitions (risk) by sociodemographic characteristics (1)

Sex Family type Ethnic group

Male Female
Single  

man
Single 

woman

Couple 
without 
children

Complex 
household White Asian Black

Mixed 
background

All 
pensioners

Poverty 
transitions

Remained 
in poverty

9% 12% 16% 19% 7% 4% 10% 14% 26% 22% 11%

Entered 
poverty

4% 4% 5% 6% 3% 3% 4% 11% 7% 4% 4%

Exited 
poverty

4% 5% 6% 7% 4% 4% 5% 11% 6% 6% 5%

Remained 
out of 
poverty

83% 79% 73% 68% 86% 90% 81% 65% 60% 68% 81%

Unweighted 
base

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

3352 4043 712 1494 4421 768 6876 286 143 62 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Characteristics measured in first year (2017/18).
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Poverty transitions (risk) by sociodemographic characteristics (2)

Housing tenure

Cares for someone  
(inside or outside 

household) Long-standing illness or disability

Owned 
outright

Owned with 
mortgage Social rent Private rent Other Carer Not a carer Yes No

All 
pensioners

Poverty 
transitions

Remained in 
poverty

6% 4% 28% 37% 8% 7% 12% 11% 11% 11%

Entered poverty 3% 3% 9% 8% 6% 3% 4% 5% 3% 4%

Exited poverty 4% 4% 9% 4% 9% 4% 5% 5% 4% 5%

Remained out 
of poverty

88% 90% 54% 51% 77% 86% 79% 79% 82% 81%

Unweighted 
base

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

5669 492 913 256 46 1326 5647 3930 3156 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Characteristics measured in first year (2017/18).
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Poverty transitions (risk) by sociodemographic characteristics (3)

Household work status Household work status

Single,  
in work

Single,  
not in work

Couple, one  
or both in 

work

Couple, 
neither  
in work

Complex 
household,  

in work

Complex 
household,  
not in work

Workless 
household

Working 
household All pensioners

Poverty 
transitions

Remained in 
poverty

2% 19% 5% 8% 3% 7% 12% 4% 11%

Entered poverty 4% 6% 2% 4% 2% 5% 4% 2% 4%

Exited poverty 4% 7% 2% 5% 3% 8% 5% 2% 5%

Remained out 
of poverty

90% 68% 91% 84% 93% 80% 78% 91% 81%

Unweighted 
base

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

202 2054 894 3554 545 146 5754 1641 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Characteristics measured in first year (2017/18).
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Poverty transitions (risk) by sociodemographic characteristics (4)

Rurality Region

Urban area Rural area North Midlands London South Wales Scotland N Ireland
All 

pensioners

Poverty 
transitions

Remained in 
poverty

11% 10% 12% 10% 13% 8% 11% 12% 6% 11%

Entered poverty 4% 4% 4% 4% 6% 3% 6% 5% 4% 4%

Exited poverty 5% 4% 4% 6% 4% 4% 6% 7% 3% 5%

Remained out 
of poverty

80% 82% 80% 80% 77% 84% 77% 77% 86% 81%

Unweighted 
base

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

5003 2391 1583 1848 580 1624 546 674 539 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.

Note: Characteristics measured in first year (2017/18).
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Table 19: Poverty transitions (share) by changes in broad income sources

Poverty transitions

Remained  
in poverty

Entered 
poverty

Exited 
poverty

Remained 
out of 

poverty
All 

pensioners

Change in social 
benefit income

Income increased 18% 4% 70% 17% 19%

Income not changed 73% 35% 25% 71% 67%

Income decreased 8% 61% 5% 12% 13%

Change in private 
pension income

Income increased 9% 9% 42% 16% 17%

Income not changed 82% 63% 52% 71% 71%

Income decreased 9% 27% 6% 13% 13%

Change in investment 
income

Income increased 15% 13% 36% 28% 26%

Income not changed 70% 55% 55% 45% 49%

Income decreased 15% 33% 9% 27% 25%

Change in labour 
income

Income increased 3% 1% 10% 7% 6%

Income not changed 93% 85% 89% 83% 84%

Income decreased 4% 14% 1% 10% 9%

Change in 
miscellaneous  
income

Income increased 1% 1% 3% 3% 2%

Income not changed 99% 98% 96% 95% 96%

Income decreased 0% 1% 0% 2% 2%

Change in private 
benefit income

Income increased 0% 1% 0% 0%

Income not changed 100% 100% 99% 99% 100%

Income decreased 0% 0%

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

661 279 332 6123 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2017/18–2018/19.
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Table 20: Average (mean) amount of change in broad income sources of 
pensioners in 2018/19

Poverty transitions

Remained in 
poverty

Entered 
poverty

Exited  
poverty

Remained out 
of poverty

All  
pensioners

Change in social benefit 
income

£61 -£542 £571 £25 £33

Change in private pension 
income

£4 -£153 £397 -£1 £13

Change in investment income -£2 -£143 £105 -£22 -£19

Change in labour income -£3 -£174 £122 -£70 -£58

Change in miscellaneous 
income

£2 -£7 £10 -£1 -£1

Change in private benefit 
income

£0 £0 £1 £0 £0

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

661 279 332 6123 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple.

Note: Social benefits includes tax credits and all state benefits, including State Pension.

Note: Private pension income include occupational pensions income.

Note: Investment income includes private pensions/annuities, rents received, income from savings and 
investments.

Note: Labour income includes usual pay and self-employment earnings. This also includes income from 
second jobs.

Note: Private benefit income includes trade union/friendly society payments, maintenance or alimony and 
sickness or accident insurance.

Note: Miscellaneous income includes educational grants, payments from family members and any other 
regular payment.
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Average (median) amount of change in broad income sources of pensioners 
in 2018/19

Poverty transitions

Remained in 
poverty

Entered 
poverty

Exited  
poverty

Remained out 
of poverty

All  
pensioners

Change in social benefit 
income

£21 -£475 £492 £10 £11

Change in private pension 
income

£0 £0 £3 £0 £0

Change in investment income £0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Change in labour income £0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Change in miscellaneous 
income

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Change in private benefit 
income

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Change in total net household 
income (no deductions)

£25 -£763 £914 £4 £11

Unweighted base 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

661 279 332 6123 7395

Base: Individuals of pension age.

Source: Understanding Society survey 2018/19.

Note: Income is equivalised. Values presented are for a pensioner couple.

Note: Social benefits include tax credits and all state benefits, including State Pension.

Note: Private pension income includes occupational pensions income.

Note: Investment income includes private pensions/annuities, rents received, income from savings and 
investments.

Note: Labour income includes usual pay and self-employment earnings. This also includes income from 
second jobs.

Note: Private benefit income includes trade union/friendly society payments, maintenance or alimony and 
sickness or accident insurance.

Note: Miscellaneous income includes educational grants, payments from family members and any other 
regular payment.
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Table 21: Logistic regression: Poverty entry

95% C.I. for EXP(B)

Sig. Exp(B) Lower Upper

Change in social benefit income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.01 0.44 0.23 0.85

Income decreased 0.00 14.96 10.85 20.61

Change in private pension income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.00 0.49 0.30 0.80

Income decreased 0.00 2.93 2.04 4.21

Change in investment income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.00 0.44 0.28 0.69

Income decreased 0.43 1.15 0.82 1.61

Change in labour income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.00 0.11 0.03 0.49

Income decreased 0.00 2.42 1.51 3.89

Change in miscellaneous income (ref: Income not changed) 0.20

Income increased 0.08 0.17 0.02 1.22

Income decreased 0.68 0.75 0.19 2.98

Change in private benefit income (ref: Income not changed) 0.53

Income increased 0.26 4.45 0.34 58.73

Income decreased 1.00 0.00 0.00 –

Change in housing costs (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Costs increased 0.00 20.06 12.84 31.35

Costs decreased 0.04 0.37 0.14 0.98

Change in household type (ref: Single man)

Single woman 0.28 1.31 0.80 2.13

EVENT: Single to couple 0.37 0.27 0.02 4.66

Couple 0.02 0.58 0.36 0.93

EVENT: Couple to single 0.39 0.65 0.25 1.72

Complex household 0.08 0.51 0.24 1.09

EVENT: Became complex household 1.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

EVENT: Left complex household 1.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Constant 0.00 0.02 – –

Base: Pensioners not in poverty in first year (2017/18).

n=6,489
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Table 22: Logistic regression: Poverty exit

95% C.I. for EXP(B)

Sig. Exp(B) Lower Upper

Change in social benefit income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.00 19.67 12.67 30.53

Income decreased 0.07 0.46 0.20 1.07

Change in private pension income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.00 9.70 5.75 16.36

Income decreased 0.05 0.45 0.21 0.99

Change in investment income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.00 3.45 2.14 5.56

Income decreased 0.15 0.61 0.32 1.18

Change in labour income (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Income increased 0.00 13.24 5.53 31.70

Income decreased 1.00 0.00 0.00 –

Change in miscellaneous income (ref: Income not changed) 0.07

Income increased 0.02 7.40 1.37 39.98

Income decreased N/A

Change in private benefit income (ref: Income not changed) N/A

Income increased N/A

Income decreased N/A

Change in housing costs (ref: Income not changed) 0.00

Costs increased 0.00 0.21 0.09 0.46

Costs decreased 0.03 2.26 1.08 4.73

Change in household type (ref: Single man)

Single woman 0.96 1.02 0.47 2.23

EVENT: Single to couple N/A

Couple 0.10 2.05 0.87 4.84

EVENT: Couple to single 0.72 1.72 0.09 32.19

Complex household 0.83 1.19 0.24 6.07

EVENT: Became complex household N/A

EVENT: Left complex household 0.26 4.17 0.35 49.29

Constant 0.00 0.06 – –

Base: Pensioners in poverty in first year (2017/18).

Note: N/A indicates too few cases in category to report results.

n=1,004
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