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Until recently, there has been only a small amount of empirical research into the history of share ownership in the UK.  There are only a few estimates of the number of investors overall, for example, Michie. This paper presents the preliminary findings of a major study of shareholding in England and Wales between 1870 and 1930 (part of a larger ESRC sponsored research programme on women, wealth and investment). Drawing upon evidence from company share registers, with a total of approximately 30,000 shareholders in companies listed on the London Stock Exchange, over seven decades, it explores the structure and composition of men’s and women’s shareholdings in ordinary shares, preferred shares and debentures.  It examines shares across all industrial sectors and also shares in domestic, colonial and foreign companies.  

A particular concern is to consider the differences in the men’s and women’s holdings in terms of types of share, amount held, and changes over time.  We note a major increase in women’s investments over the period, hitherto undocumented and significant differences in male and female holdings. We also note significant differences between men and women in types of shares held and preferred sectors.  The geography of male and female investors is also informative.  

The research also examines clear regional differences in patterns of shareholding at local and regional scales of analysis.  Investors in London and the southern counties had markedly different kinds of portfolios than those in the Midlands and northern counties. Similarly, the geography of investors in particular companies also differed, depending on type of company and characteristics of the shareholders.

These results help to add a new level of detail and understanding to existing studies of investment in Victorian Britain and provide new evidence for the relatively unstudied 20th century. These results offer new evidence of the financial and economic position of women during a period of important legal and institutional change.

