
How did the Industrial 
Revolution Change Britain?

1763 – 1775 Steam engine invented by James 
Watt meaning that steam energy could be used 
to power factories, mills and transport
1764 - 1765 James Hagreaves invented the 
Spinning Jenny meaning that spinning thread 
for clothes and fabrics could be done much 
quicker and efficiently
1825 – Word’s first passenger railway (the 
Stockon and Darlington Railroad) opened 
1830 - Stephenson’s new steam locomotive, 
the Rocket, allowing people to travel more 
quickly across greater distances
1844 - the Ragged Schools Union was 
established to give the poorest children an 
education
1876 - The telephone was invented by 
Alexander Graham Bell meaning that people 
could communicate more efficiently
1870 - The Education Act made school 
compulsory for children aged 5-10
1884 – The Factories Act improved working 
conditions by restricting working hours and 
limiting the work activities of women and 
children.

Revolution means great change. From 1750, Britain 
saw great change in a number of different areas:

Agriculture: New tools, fertilisers and harvesting 
techniques helped to increase agricultural 
productivity and prosperity.
Technology: There were lots of scientific inventions 
and technological developments that changed the 
way things were done.  Steam power became hugely 
important so lots of coal was needed to make the 
steam with.
Industry: Technological developments meant that 
things could be produced on a mass scale. More 
efficient ways were found of producing goods such as 
cotton and wool and factories sprung up all over the 
country and even children worked in them.
Transport and communications: Thomas Telford built 
roads and canals and George Stephenson (from the 
North East) developed early forms of rail trail.  
Previously there had been no fast way of transporting 
goods and people around the country.
Urbanisation: people went from mostly living and 
working in the rural (or countryside areas) to urban or 
town areas.
Society: working and living conditions prompted new 
laws to protect workers rights, including new rights to 
a basic education for children. Changes to sanitation 
and medical treatments also helped to improve 
people’s quality of life.

George Stephenson was 
born in Northumberland
in 1781. He didn’t go to 
school but taught himself 
how to read and write and
worked in a coalmine and
was made chief mechanic. 
In 1821, George was made
engineer for the new 
Stockton to Darlington 
railway. His son, Robert, worked with him.

Railroads were first built to transport coal 
around the country. However, in 1825, the 
Stockton to Darlington railway opened and it 
was the first railway for passengers. It could 
carry more than 450 people and travelled at 
15mph.  The picture below shows the opening 
day of the railway and what it might have 
looked like.



In 1821, George was asked to be the engineer for 
the new railway being built, which would run from 
Stockton to Darlington. His son, Robert, worked 
with him.

In October 1829, the railway’s owners held a 
competition to find out which locomotive was the 
best for pulling heavy loads over a long distance.
There were five locomotives in the                                                
competition, including a locomotive named the         
‘Rocket’ which had been designed and built 
George’s son, Robert.

There were five locomotives in the competition 
but the Rocket was the clear winner, managing to 
get up to a speed of 30mph. The Rocket was so 
successful it proved that railways could be very 
useful for business and people. This led to railways 
being built all over the country and the steam 
engine became the symbol or icon of the industrial 
revolution.

During the Industrial Revolution, factory working 
conditions were also extremely poor. People were 
affected by a range of employment issues such as:

Long working hours: normal shifts were usually 12-
14 hours a day, with extra time required during busy 
periods. 

Low wages: a typical wage for male workers was 
about 15 shillings (75p) a week, but women and 
children were paid much less, with children three 
shillings (15p). For this reason, employers preferred 
to employ women and children. 

Cruel discipline: there was frequent "strapping" 
(hitting with a leather strap). Other punishments 
included nailing children's ears to the table, and 
dowsing them in water butts to keep them awake.

Accidents: forcing children to crawl into dangerous, 
unguarded machinery led to many accidents and 
deaths. 

Health:  The air was full of dust, which led to chest 
and lung diseases and loud noise made by machines 
damaged workers' hearing. 

How did the Industrial 
Revolution Change Britain?

Whilst some mill and factory owners became very 
rich during the Industrial Revolution , life did not 
improve for everyone.  People were affected by a 
range of living issues:

Overcrowding: due to large numbers of people 
moving to the cities, there were not enough 
houses for all these people to live in. 

Disease: typhus, typhoid, tuberculosis and cholera 
all existed in the cities of England. Overcrowding, 
low standard housing and poor quality water 
supplies all helped spread these diseases.

Waste disposal: gutters were filled with litter. 
Human waste was discharged directly into the 
sewers, which flowed straight into rivers. 

Poor quality housing: houses were built very close 
together so there was little light or fresh air inside 
them. They did not have running water and people 
found it difficult to keep clean. 

Lack of fresh water: people could get water from a 
variety of places, such as streams, wells and stand 
pipes, but this water was often polluted by human 
waste.

Key evidence: artefacts, heritage sites, newspapers, drawings, paintings, industrial records, journal entries, secondary sources. 


