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Section One
Introduction





One
Poverty and anti-poverty 
policy in Scotland: 
themes and issues
Gerry Mooney

This is the latest in a series of books that have been concerned to provide
a detailed overview of poverty and anti-poverty policies in Scotland. Start -
ing in the mid-1990s, the Poverty in Scotland series has aimed to provide
an accessible account of the main themes and issues relating to poverty
during the period in question. In addition, the books have also had an
important role in providing a comprehensive, yet accessible, account of the
evidence base of the state of poverty in Scotland, highlighting the main pat-
terns and its impact on diverse groups and places across Scotland. Fur -
ther, there has also been a concern to review existing anti-poverty policies,
identifying strategies that have had a positive impact – as well as critiquing
those that have either failed to ameliorate poverty or, more commonly, have
worked to deepen the effects of poverty itself, or which have in different
ways furthered the stigmatisation of people experiencing poverty. 

One of the hallmarks of the Poverty in Scotland series, at least in its
more recent forms, has been the inclusion of a series of thematic essays
that focus on particular aspects of poverty, disadvantage and inequality in
contemporary Scotland. This reflects a concern to provide a range of nar-
ratives and viewpoints, but in a way that also mirrors that this is the out-
come of a genuine collaboration on the part of a number of practitioners,
activists and academics who are working in this area.

This new edition, Poverty in Scotland 2011: towards a more equal
Scotland?, follows a similar path, offering the most up-to-date data and
evi dence relating to poverty, examining different policies and strategies,
and also providing an opportunity for a more detailed examination of par-
ticular topics or themes. In our previous issue, Poverty in Scotland 2007,
we were able to locate our discussions within the context of Scottish
devolution. Written largely in late 2006, Poverty in Scotland 2007 looked
forward to the May 2007 Scottish parliament elections, contributing to the



debates that emerged, not only around the question of poverty in Scot -
land, but also around wider matters of social and economic inequality,
public service provision, taxation and a range of other social issues relat-
ing to health, education and employability among others.

Similarly, such themes and issues feature prominently in this edition.
Likewise, we are also looking forward to the next Scottish parliament elec-
tions scheduled for May 2011. It is our hope that, once again, we can both
stimulate and contribute to a much needed debate on poverty in contem-
porary Scotland, and promote the development and implementation of
new and more effective policies in addressing poverty. It is also an aim of
this book to challenge many of the misconceptions that surround the dis-
cussion of poverty and of people who experience poverty, an issue to
which we return below and elsewhere in this edition.

Poverty in Scotland 2007–2011: continuity and change

There are, of course, strong continuities with the period in which we pro-
duced Poverty in Scotland 2007. As we highlight in Section Two, poverty
remains a significant feature of Scottish society, affecting as it does a size-
able proportion of the Scottish population. As we explored in Poverty in
Scotland 2002 and again in Poverty in Scotland 2007, the policy
approach to poverty is one that is strongly influenced and shaped by
strategies that promote work activation, labour market participation and
retraining, and which together share a view that paid employment is the
best route out of poverty. While some of the language used and the way
in which this is presented has changed to an extent, this remains the dom-
inant discourse in political and policy-making arenas. 

There are further continuities too in the view that poverty should not
be reduced to a question of income alone, or material wellbeing, but is
also a matter of wellbeing in other senses. In this respect, the idea of
‘social exclusion’ has generally been used in an attempt to capture these,
the so-called ‘wider’ dimensions of poverty. Poverty is also, in this sense,
‘about’ poor health, poor education, housing, environment, social oppor-
tunities and so on. However, while the editors of this collection also share
the perspective that poverty is ‘about more than income’, we are also
conscious that income and material conditions remain the most funda-
mental determining dimensions of poverty, and that all too often an
emphasis on non-income-related dimensions has been used to draw
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attention away from a concern with material wellbeing and issues of
income.

Alongside the continuities, there have been major changes since
2006/07 and we highlight two developments as being of particular impor-
tance for our understanding of poverty in Scotland in 2011.

The political and policy-making landscape

The political map of Scotland is very different in important respects from
that of 2006/07. The 2007 Scottish elections saw the Scottish National
Party (SNP) emerge as the new Scottish government, albeit a minority
government with a one-seat advantage over its closest challenger, the
Labour Party. This had not only Scottish, but wider UK (and indeed glob-
al), implications. For the first time since the devolution settlement in 1998,
different political parties formed the governments in Edinburgh and in
London. That the SNP was a minority government meant that its room for
manoeuvre was somewhat limited, but this did not prevent it from intro-
ducing a series of policy measures which gained widespread support
across Scotland.1 Notable here were the abolition of prescription charges
by 2011, a renewed emphasis on the construction of social housing and
the promise of smaller class sizes, all of which are now threatened by the
impact of large-scale budget cuts, announced by both the Scottish and
UK governments in late 2010. 

As we will see below, such policy making was couched in a lan-
guage which spoke of ‘fairness’ and ‘equality’. However, that the SNP has
not been as radical as some would have expected, or hoped, in part
reflects its minority government status, relying as it does on its rivals to
secure support in the Holyrood parliament, as well as perhaps an unre-
solved tension over the relative priority it gives to its ‘solidarity’ and eco-
nomic growth ambitions. 

There is a second dimension to the changed UK political landscape.
This book is being produced in late 2010, with the May 2010 UK elections
still fresh in the memory. This has had significant implications for politics
across the UK – not least in Scotland. In brief, following 13 years of New
Labour rule at Westminster, the May 2010 elections saw the Con -
servatives emerge as the single largest political party in terms of seats and
votes – but with no clear overall majority. For the first time in a generation,
a coalition has been created in the shape of the Conservatives and the
Liberal Democrats who now form the UK government. Not for the first
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time, however, the political landscape of Scotland following the 2010 UK
elections was markedly different from the rest of the UK, with Labour and
the SNP emerging as the two largest parties in terms of votes (and Labour
the overwhelmingly largest in terms of votes and seats), with the
Conservatives managing only to hold onto the one single seat that they
held prior to May 2010. 

For us, the significance of the 2010 UK general election is that we
now have in power (albeit thanks to a coalition) a party that has promised
a different approach to poverty from that of New Labour (following the
2010 Labour Party conference at which Ed Miliband was elected leader,
New Labour is now rebranded as Labour). We return to consider the
approach of the Conservatives shortly.

However, there has been another major development which has
also impacted on government policy, both in Edinburgh and in London.

The economic crisis

The UK, as much of the rest of the Western world, is currently experienc-
ing the deepest financial crisis since the Wall Street crash and great
depression of the inter-war period. The crisis of 2008 is of considerable
importance, given its far-reaching impact on the world economy, bringing
with it repeated pronouncements of a prolonged economic slump. The
financial crisis, and the reactions to it by different governments and
transnational organisations, has major implications for our understanding
of social welfare today, and the future shape and direction of social wel-
fare and anti-poverty policy in Scotland and across the UK. 

With a Conservative/Liberal Democrat UK government committed
to major cuts in public services and jobs, and with the promise of a
renewed attack on ‘welfarism’ in an attempt to reduce the vast national
debt, the immediate future for social welfare in the UK looks bleak, with
much talk of the deepest cuts amid the most significant recession since
the Second World War.

In what is now being widely referred to as the ‘new age of auster -
ity’,2 long-cherished forms of state-provided social welfare are already
under sustained attack from the new government. In his emergency
Budget on 22 June 2010, Chancellor George Osborne promised a
Budget that would be ‘tough but fair’ as he announced an increase in VAT
from 17.5 per cent to 20 per cent, a two-year pay freeze for public sector
workers, a three-year freeze on child benefit, a tightening of housing ben-
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efit entitlements and on eligibility for child tax credit among other auster ity
measures. In the Comprehensive Spending Review announced on 20
October 2010, an additional £7 billion was cut from welfare spending (in
addition to the £11 billion cut announced in June). Elsewhere, some £46
billion was cut from other government department spending.3 We return
to the impact of this in the concluding chapter, but the immediate future is
one of cuts, the running down of welfare and public services, rising unem-
ployment as almost 500,000 public sector jobs are slashed, and a harsh-
er regime for benefit claimants.

As many critics have highlighted,4 the June 2010 Budget (and Oct -
ober Spending Review) has been one of the most regressive in living mem -
ory and, despite UK government claims that ‘we are all in it together’ and
that government cuts are ‘fair’ with all sections of UK society affected, it is
all too evident that the impact will fall disproportionately on the poorest and
most vulnerable groups, and on those who deliver the services on which
those groups so depend. There has been widespread condemnation from
campaigning and third-sector organisations that the Budget and austerity
measures will further increase poverty and inequality.

In the decade of devolution, the level of poverty in Scotland, espe-
cially child poverty, has for the most part fallen, although poverty remains
wide spread and deep.5 The interaction of devolved powers and reserved
powers (that is, legislative powers controlled by the Westminster govern-
ment), in a context of relative economic growth, played a major part in this
– but this is now threatened by the onset of economic crisis.

Once again, poverty, and social welfare more generally, are at the
heart of ‘contentious politics’ across the UK – at the centre of debates
about the future direction of government policy and of the kind of society
to which we aspire.

The SNP government 2007–2011: a new approach to
poverty?

‘Making poverty history in Scotland will be central to everything we do.’
Thus commented Deputy First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, launching the
government’s consultation process on a new approach to addressing
pov erty.6 As part of this new approach, a new language was introduced
with terms such as ‘social justice’ and ‘closing the opportunity gap’ being
replaced by an emphasis on ‘solidarity’ and ‘social cohesion’ – changed
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terminology but continuing ambiguity over meanings and outcomes.
There was some expectation that the arrival of an SNP government would
lead to a very different kind of approach to social policy making in
Scotland , in particular in relation to the issue of poverty. However, the fact
that the SNP was a minority government and a party with no history in
government (and arguably little history in terms of a clear and committed
ideology around social welfare) resulted in an approach to poverty that
shared many of the underlying assumptions of the previous two Labour/
Liberal Democrat coalition administrations. 

In particular, as with its predecessors, the SNP administration
attached considerable importance to ‘sustainable’ economic growth and
employment as part of a social inclusion agenda. Published in November
2007, The Government Economic Strategy,7 followed in 2008 by Taking
Forward the Government Economic Strategy8 and Achieving Our Poten -
tial,9 outlined the key aspects of the SNP’s approach by emphasising the
importance of work as a way out of poverty.

The government’s approach was couched in a relatively new narrative,
around which a set of ‘golden rules’ would govern its economic and social
policy making. The ‘solidarity’ rule aims to increase the proportion of income
and overall income of the bottom 30 per cent of the population by 2017. The
‘cohesion’ rule aims to narrow the gap in participation between the best and
worst performing regions in Scotland, again by 2017. In turn, these are sup-
ported by a range of ‘purpose targets’ and ‘national outcomes’.

The approach recognises the importance of tackling the underlying
income inequality that drives poverty by setting a specific income inequali-
ty ‘solidarity’ target, something the government at UK level has failed to do.
There are also indications of a new approach, in terms of the emphasis on
consultation and partnership working, not least with Scotland’s councils. In
the context of deepening fiscal constraints and cuts, such partnerships are
already experiencing considerable tension, however, and there is a ques-
tion about how much is significantly new in the overall approach. 

Inequalities and equalities

While it has long been acknowledged and understood that poverty and
inequality are distinct, at the same time it is important to grasp that they
are interconnected and entangled in many different ways. We live in a peri-
od of deep-seated poverty and inequality on a global scale. Across the
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planet, as is well and increasingly documented, there is widespread
poverty, hunger, malnutrition, discrimination and oppression.10 It is also,
however, a world in which the inequalities between rich and poor have
reached an unparalleled level. One illustration of this from the UK serves
to underline the fact that our world is an unequal world: on 25 April 2010
the Sunday Times published the latest in its annual series of ‘rich lists’.
The Rich List for 2010 makes for jaw-dropping reading: the top 1,000
multi-millionaires in the UK saw their collective wealth increase by 29.9 per
cent on 2009 levels – a whopping £77.25 billion. With a wealth stash of
some £335.5 billion, this is almost twice the UK’s well-publicised and his-
torically largest national debt.11 In the 22 years of the Rich List, this is the
largest percentage increase on a year-by-year basis. And let us remind
ourselves that this increase has happened as the UK (and much of the rest
of the global economy) goes through its deepest economic crisis since the
great depression of the 1920s and 1930s. 

Such wealth inequality is, of course, repeated on a global scale. Not
only does it indicate the huge gulf in incomes and economic security
between (super) rich and poor, as has been forcefully argued, but such
inequalities also have devastating consequences for all aspects of human
(and planet and animal) life. As Wilkinson and Pickett have demonstrated,
the more unequal a society, the greater the range and depth of ‘social
problems’, from deteriorating community and social life, through mental
health issues, high obesity, morbidity and mortality levels through to high-
er rates of incarceration and punishment, violence, teenage pregnancy
and lower rates of social mobility.12 Further, as Dorling has also shown, the
five social evils (want, idleness, ignorance, squalor and disease), identified
by Beveridge at the dawn of the British welfare state in the early 1940s,
have been replaced by what he terms the five new tenets of injustice: elit-
ism is efficient; exclusion is necessary; greed is good; prejudice is natural
and despair is inevitable.13

Such injustices raise important questions about the winners and
losers in society – and immediately draw attention to the unequal and
socially divided nature of contemporary Scotland. Poverty and wider
issues of social welfare are entangled with social inequality and social dif-
ferentiation: class, gender, race/ethnicity, sexuality, age and disability. The
subtitle of this book, towards a more equal Scotland?, places the ques-
tion of in/equality at centre stage. Throughout the volume we have worked
to embed the issue of ‘equalities’ as a core aspect of the understanding
of poverty in Scotland today. Arguably, an equalities approach was reflect-
ed in the anti-poverty approach of the first devolved Scottish administra-
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tion in 1999. In Social Justice: a Scotland where everyone matters,14 for
instance, there was some recognition of the need to extend equality to a
range of different social groups across Scotland, going beyond the issue
of income inequality alone.15 However, in the period since then, this has
been diluted to some extent. The establishment in November 2007 of a
new ‘concordat’ between the Scottish government and councils, where-
by both would work together, along with the private and voluntary sectors,
towards improvements in the quality of opportunities and life chances for
people across Scotland, was accompanied by the development of single-
outcome agreements for all of Scotland’s 32 local authorities. With com-
munity planning partnerships a key part of this, the view adopted here was
that single outcome agreements would be developed more in tune with
local circumstances and priorities, thereby more effectively addressing
local needs.16 However, the concordat and single-outcome agreements
also mean the effective ending of any consistent national approach to
poverty and equality, arguably making progress more difficult to achieve.
This is an issue we pick up again in the concluding chapter.

Promoting equality: challenging the disrespect and 
misrecognition of poverty and poor people

A central theme running through this book is that we must challenge the
view that people experiencing poverty are in some way ‘deviant’. The dis-
tinction between a ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor has a long his tory.
Echoing nineteenth-century poor laws and policies towards people in
poverty, these continue to permeate and influence the representations of
poor populations today, and are also evident at times in policy outcomes. 

Disadvantaged populations have long been seen as distinctive from
‘the rest of society’. In this way, we can talk of ‘the poor’ being ‘other’.
‘Othering’ refers to the construction and categorisation of ‘the poor’ and
other populations (eg, some migrant groups and single parents) as ‘unde-
serving’, as ‘a problem’ and as lacking or deficient in some way or anoth-
er.17 Othering works to stigmatise and to stereotype such groups as distinct,
as distant from normal society/‘us’ and underpins how some among the
non-poor and, in particular, politicians, policy makers and the media think,
talk and act towards ‘the poor’. As Ruth Lister has argued, such processes
help to make it easier for poor people to be blamed for both their own and
society’s problems, while also acting as a ‘warning’ to others.18
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That such humiliations are sharpest when inequality is rising betrays
the unequal social relations that underpin and permeate processes of
‘othering’. Poor people may be demonised, constructed as a problem,
but they are also feared, feared for who they are (or are thought to be) and
resented for representing a state of existence into which others fear to fall.
There is a double stigmatisation of people experiencing poverty and other
disadvantaged populations at work here: the stigma of poverty and a lack
of respect. 

The misrecognition and disrespect experienced by people experi-
encing poverty works to reproduce inequality. It means infringing human
and citizenship rights, a lack of freedom to act and an erosion of person-
al respect as it denies voice and agency to those who are treated as such.
We return to consider this in more detail in Chapter 9.

The structure of Poverty in Scotland 2011

Following the previous editions in the series, Poverty in Scotland 2011
seeks to provide a comprehensive summary of the state of poverty as it
affects Scottish society today. Section Two: The nature of poverty in
Scotland begins by exploring the issue of how poverty is to be best
defined and measured. As is well known, this is a long-standing and con-
troversial issue, reflecting as it does the many different viewpoints and
approaches to poverty. Of similar importance, and again also of contro-
versy, is the question of the causes of poverty. In Chapter 4, the main
causes of poverty in Scotland are considered. 

In Section Three: Poverty in Scotland: the evidence, the con-
tributors highlight some of the key quantitative and qualitative aspects of
living in poverty. The extent of poverty and inequality is considered here,
with particular emphasis on the degree to which these are increasing or
falling (Chapters 5 and 6). In Chapter 7 there is a particular focus on the
groups affected by poverty in Scotland today, followed in Chapter 8 by a
discussion of the real, daily lived experiences of a considerable proportion
of the population of Scotland. 

In Section Four: Scotland in focus, 2007–2011, Chapter 9 con-
siders some of the ways in which poverty is being presented and repre-
sented in Scotland today. Continuing with the structure and format of
Poverty in Scotland 2007, Section Five: Issues and future challenges
provides a range of thematic essays which focus on particular dimensions
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of poverty. Chapter 10 introduces the essays, drawing out the main
themes and issues, particularly in relation to the policy, practice and pro-
vision of services. As in previous issues, it has not been poss ible to pro-
vide a coverage and review of each and every aspect of poverty and
disadvantage. Instead, we have chosen to focus on particular areas which
are both central to the discussion of poverty, and offer a place for consid-
eration of other aspects which are sometimes overlooked, such as the
connections between environmental issues and pov erty as well as the
question of cultural representation. In a departure from the previous
issues, here we have not included thematic essays which highlight the
complex entanglements and inter-relationships between different aspects
of social differentiation and division, such as class, gender and ethnicity
and poverty. Instead, we see these as key threads that run through and
across the entire collection.

Section Six: Conclusion draws together the discussions across
the collection and, in particular, considers the subtitle of the book –
towards a more equal Scotland? What has to be done to make Scotland
a more equal society, and how can we more effectively tackle poverty in
Scotland as we look beyond the next Scottish parliamentary elections? 

Finally, and again in keeping with the format of the previous edition,
the Appendix provides a policy diary, which highlights many of the most
important anti-poverty policies and legislation since 2007, with a particu-
lar focus on the policies of the Scottish government.
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Two
What is poverty?
John H McKendrick

Summary

• Poverty is about not having enough. Typically, ‘poverty’ refers to not
having enough resources. Income is the primary resource lacking for
people living in poverty in Scotland. However, poverty is sometimes the
word that is used to describe when people have ‘capability deprivation’
(a lack of freedoms that collectively we value). 

• Most experts would agree that a lack of resources (in particular, insuf-
ficient income) has a central role to play in creating or sustaining capa-
bility deprivation. ‘Income poverty’ has also been of central importance
in anti-poverty activity, debate and policy in Scotland. 

• Thus, for practical purposes in Scotland, ‘not having enough’ is under-
stood to be a point below which people do not have sufficient dispos-
able income to purchase the goods and services, and participate in the
activities, that it is expected the majority of the UK population should
be able to afford.

• In Scotland (and the UK), income poverty tends to be understood in
one of four main ways – absolute poverty, relative poverty, persistent
poverty and severe poverty. The interpretation that is used most is 
relative poverty. Indeed, persistent poverty and severe poverty are
merely different ways of defining relative poverty.

• Poverty is not the same as income inequality, social exclusion, social
justice, multiple deprivation and material deprivation. However, pov erty
is closely related to each of these issues.



Poverty: a deceptively simple idea 

The heart of the matter is that poverty is about ‘not having enough’.
However, what starts out as a straightforward idea is quickly complicated
as attempts to define and measure poverty more precisely invariably
become overly technical and theoretical, written by academics and statis-
ticians for ‘people like them’. This can be off-putting. However, the way in
which we understand and define poverty has far-reaching implications on
anti-poverty activity, debate and policy. It determines the number of peo-
ple who are counted as living in poverty; and it can have a major influence
on the policy solutions that are developed to address ‘the problem’.
Therefore, we must all be concerned about how poverty is defined and
measured. Of course, definition and measurement are inextricably linked;
how we measure poverty depends on how it is defined. Yet, definition is
essentially about ideas and measurement inevitably becomes a technical
challenge. Hence, in this chapter we consider how poverty in Scotland is
defined. In the following chapter, we consider how poverty in Scotland is
measured.

There is little doubt that ideas about poverty are complex, often
contradictory and influenced by factors such as personal experiences,
value judgements and belief systems. Consequently, definitions of pover-
ty are also contested. There is no single, universally accepted, definition of
poverty. In this opening section, we explain what we mean by poverty, and
we describe how poverty is related to ideas of income inequality, material
deprivation, multiple deprivation, social exclusion and social justice.

Poverty as not having enough

It is not sufficient to state that poverty is about ‘not having enough’. It begs
the question, ‘enough of what?’ Broadly speaking, poverty might be
under stood as being either a lack of resources (such as income or mate-
rial possessions) or a lack of functional capabilities (the means to achieve
a good life).

Furthermore, in each case, it is possible to consider poverty as a
whole, or to consider one particular dimension of poverty. For example,
rather than defining poverty as a lack of resources in aggregate (using an
input measure such as household income, or an output measure such as
material deprivation), it is possible to measure aspects of lacking
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resources, such as ‘food poverty’, ‘fuel poverty’ or ‘housing poverty’.
Cam  paigning organisations often adopt a narrower focus on a particular
dimension of poverty. For example, Shelter Scotland is concerned with
poor housing conditions in Scotland and has used Scottish government
statistics to report that 292,000 homes in Scotland are affected by damp-
ness and condensation, and 43,000 children (4 per cent) are living in over-
crowded conditions.1 Similarly, a narrower approach to poverty, as having
a lack of functional capabilities, might mean a focus on ‘political par tici -
pation’, which, in turn, might focus on the poverty of people’s political
assoc iation, free speech, right to vote and the like.

The idea of poverty as capability deprivation is most closely associ-
ated with the work of Amartya Sen and has been used to promote the
understanding that development is about more than economic output
(poverty is more than income deprivation).2 It continues to gather support
and is increasingly being applied in high-income economy contexts. It has
intuitive appeal as it focuses on the root causes of the problem. Living life
on a low income might be one of the reasons why people are deprived of
capabilities. For example, ‘bodily health’ is one capability that is associat-
ed with Sen’s theory. It is widely accepted that poverty, at least in part, has
a negative impact on people’s health – eg, having insufficient income to
heat a home adequately may lead to dampness going unchecked, which
in turn might exacerbate respiratory conditions.3 Although work is pro-
gressing to develop capability indicators,4 at present anti-poverty activity
tends to focus around the headline of ‘lack of resources’ rather than ‘lack
of functional capabilities’.

It is also pertinent to note that striving for fulfilment might be viewed
ultimately as a worthier cause than seeking an adequate level of resource.
The UK coalition government, for example, gave notice in autumn 2010
that it intended to work toward establishing a measure of national well -
being (‘happiness’) for the UK.5 At present, progressive social policy
focuses around ‘lack of resources’ rather than ‘lack of personal fulfilment’.
How ever, the UK government work may open up the opportunity for a pol-
icy-driven approach to improve ‘happiness’ in the future. However, meas-
uring poverty or measuring happiness should not be viewed as two
options over which a choice must be made. They are linked, but they are
essentially different ideas. On one hand, living life on a low income is
argued by many to be a contributory factor toward not achieving happi-
ness.6 On the other hand, there is undoubtedly the need to accord impor-
tance to psychological wellbeing in understanding poverty.7

Thus, lack of resources (and lack of income in particular) has a role
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to play in creating or sustaining problems in Sen’s alternative interpretation
of poverty, and in the quest to increase happiness. Pragmatically, meas-
ures of income poverty may be easier to digest and utilise than measures
of capability deprivation (or happiness). However, there is a more signifi-
cant reason for an income poverty focus in Poverty in Scotland 2011. It is
a fundamental right that people should have adequate resources to
enable them to participate in society. In a consumer economy, adequate
resources means adequate income. In addition to the substantive impor-
tance of having adequate resources, it must also be acknowledged that
‘income poverty’ has been the pre-eminent focus of anti-poverty activity,
debate and policy in Scotland and the UK. Hence, in the first two sections
of this book, ‘income poverty’ is the point of entry to this wider poverty
debate.

Money, money, money

For clarification, in the context of poverty as a lack of resources, ‘not hav-
ing enough’ income does not refer to the likes of a billionaire’s insatiable
thirst for Dom Perignon champagne. Rather, it refers to the realities of life
for almost one million people in Scotland who have insufficient income to
be able to afford what the majority of people in Scotland would agree is
what the majority of people in Scotland should be able to afford.

The approach adopted in the first two sections of the book is also
to focus on poverty as a whole. Just as the decision to focus on lack of
income as opposed to capabilities or fulfilment does not imply dismissal
of their significance, so the focus in the early sections in this book on
poverty as a whole should not be taken to imply that particular dimensions
of poverty are unimportant. 

After all, most would agree that all of these problems are, to a sig-
nificant extent, inter-related. More particularly, in a market society like ours,
income poverty is both cause and effect of particular dimensions of pover-
ty. For example, while the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) has reported on how income poverty leads to poor
educational outcomes among school children in Scotland (income pover-
ty as a cause of poor education),8 Scottish government statistics highlight
that poor educational outcomes lead to poor post-school prospects (poor
education as a cause of income poverty).9

Poverty in Scotland 2011 embraces different approaches to under-
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standing poverty in Scotland. In Chapters 1 to 10, it focuses on poverty
as a whole, whereas in Chapters 11 to 22 there is a focus on particular
dimensions of poverty. Differences of emphasis are best accounted for by
the particular concerns of authors and their preferred point of entry to the
wider debate on the good society that is hoped will result from tackling
poverty. Taken together, these overarching and particular insights achieve
the aims of the editors of Poverty in Scotland 2011 – ie, to understand
better the evidence and issues pertaining to the way in which anti-pov erty
activity, debate and policy is currently framed in Scotland and the UK.

Understanding poverty 

Absolute poverty

Absolute poverty refers to the level of resources needed to sustain physi-
cal survival. People are poor if they cannot feed, clothe or house them-
selves and their dependants. This is a definition of poverty that is only
about subsistence, the amount needed to keep body and soul together.
As Ruth Lister points out, absolute definitions of poverty are closely linked
to nutrition, whereby a person or family can be considered to be poor if
they do not have sufficient resources to feed themselves.10 This concep-
tion of poverty is one that is often viewed as a ‘common sense’ approach
to defining poverty. Its use in relation to Scotland or the UK is often made
in comparison to other parts of the world (‘there is real poverty in Malawi,
but not here’) or in relation to other times (‘we used to have poverty in
Scotland, but not any more’). This absolute definition of poverty shows
that income is central to the way we conceptualise poverty, as poverty is
not having enough income to buy life’s necessities. However, the definition
of ‘necessity’ must be based on some assessment of need, and our
understanding of what is an essential need varies over time and across
place. For this reason, few serious analysts and none of the major politi-
cal parties would use an absolute measure alone to understand poverty in
Scotland in the twenty-first century.

However, it is important to note that the term ‘absolute’ is used in
the official UK and Scottish poverty statistics in a very different sense. This
will be explained in the following chapter.
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Relative poverty

Relative poverty is defined in relation to the standards of living in a soc iety
at a particular time. People live in poverty when they are denied an income
sufficient for their material needs, and when these circumstances exclude
them from taking part in activities that are an accepted part of daily life in
that society. It is argued that one problem with this approach is that in an
affluent society it could become difficult to distinguish between those who
are poor and those who are just less well off. 

Despite the perceived shortcomings, in this book we primarily use
the relative measure of poverty, believing that poverty should be defined
by the standards of society as it is today. By using a relative measure we
arrive at a better understanding of poverty in the twenty-first century:11

. . .  an understanding based on a measure that has the lack of income at its

heart, but which acknowledges that poverty is about what that lack of

income implies – the inability to obtain the types of diet, participate in the

activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are custom-

ary. . .  in the societies to which they [the poor] belong. 

Two further ways of describing income poverty – persistent poverty and
severe poverty – are also grounded in this relative definition.

Persistent poverty

More recently, the limitations have been acknowledged of only using
moment-in-time measures of poverty, as the population experiencing
poverty is not static. Recent poverty dynamics research has shown that
poverty can be transient (a condition experienced only for a short period
of time) or recurrent (a condition into which households repeatedly enter
and leave at different points in time).12 Although it would be wrong to dis-
miss the importance of transient poverty or recurrent poverty, especially as
their impact over time can push people into prolonged poverty, it would be
remiss not to pay particular attention to those whose experience of pov -
erty is persistent.

Persistent poverty is defined over time. In the UK, it is used to
describe the situation when relative income poverty is experienced in three
of the preceding four years. Persistent low income, relative low income
and absolute low income are all used to estimate the level of child pov erty
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in Scotland and the UK. The fourth measure used to measure progress
against child poverty targets in the UK combines material deprivation and
low income, an approach that is also used by Save the Children to esti-
mate ‘severe child poverty’. 

Severe poverty

There is no official measure of ‘severe poverty’ in Scotland. Indeed, the
very idea of ‘severe poverty’ might be viewed as politically problematic, as
one unintended consequence of promoting this idea could be that it
undermines the significance of the problem of poverty that is experienced
by those whose poverty is not defined as being ‘severe’.

Save the Children has promoted the idea of ‘severe child poverty’
and use a combined measure of income poverty and material deprivation
to define the number and proportion of children living in households with
‘severe child poverty’.13 In effect, it uses a more stringent definition than
that used by the UK government in one of its four measures of ‘child
poverty’ to ascertain whether children are living in ‘severe poverty’. The
same approach could be used to estimate ‘severe poverty’ among adults. 

Poverty and related ideas

Poverty and income inequality

Interest in income inequality has grown in recent years. First, here in
Scotland, the Scottish National Party Scottish government has set itself
apart from earlier Scottish governments and the current UK government
by introducing a new focus on income inequality, while retaining a strong
focus on income poverty. Through the solidarity purpose target, the
Scottish government aims to ‘increase overall income and the proportion
of income earned by the three lowest income deciles as a group by 2017’.
More generally, growing interest in income inequality in the UK has foll -
owed the publication of The Spirit Level by Kate Pickett and Richard
Wilkinson, in which they use international evidence to demonstrate that
societies with higher levels of income inequality have excessively high neg-
ative social outcomes – ie, inequality per se contributes directly to social
problems.14 Finally, in light of the international banking crisis, subsequent
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global economic slowdown and austerity cuts, growing levels of discon-
tent have been expressed at what are increasingly deemed to be exces-
sive levels of pay (and non-waged income) that are enjoyed by bankers,
business elites and high-ranking officers in public service. 

There is a close relationship between income inequality and income
poverty and all too often the terms appear to be used interchangeably, in
particular when relative poverty is discussed. The confusion is under -
stand able, although it should be avoided. Income inequality is not a meas-
ure of income inadequacy; rather, it is a measure of the way in which
income is distributed across a population. In contrast, income poverty
specifies a level below which income is deemed to be inadequate. Of
course, it is highly likely that where there is income inequality, there will be
income poverty and that the eradication of poverty will require action to
tackle income inequality. However, income inequality does not provide us
with an estimate of how many people exist on an inadequate income.
Although we consider the question of income inequality in Chapter 6, in
this book we are primarily focused on the character and experiences of
those who do not have sufficient income (income poverty). 

Deprivation

Deprivation is used to describe the lack of access to, or possession of,
particular aspects of life. Deprivation is not entirely dependent on income.
Thus, a rich woman and a poor man would both be judged to be ‘hous-
ing deprived’ if they did not have access to adequate housing conditions
(the former perhaps as a result of the difficulties involved in maintaining an
older heirloom property to an adequate standard, the latter perhaps as a
result of not earning or receiving an adequate income). Housing, educa-
tion and employment are among the issues for which deprivation is most
commonly measured.

Material deprivation

The OECD offers a helpful definition of material deprivation when it
describes it as ‘the inability of individuals or households to afford con-
sumption goods and activities that are typical in the society of which they
are part’.15 Material deprivation might be described as an ‘output’ meas-
ure of poverty, in that it describes whether an adequate standard of living
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has been achieved (through direct public service provision and independ-
ent purchases using disposable income). In contrast, income poverty
might be described as an ‘input’ measure of poverty, in that it is based on
the financial resources that are available to secure an adequate standard
of living. 

Clearly, it would be expected that there is a close association
between income poverty and material deprivation; those with fewer finan-
cial resources will be less able to provide for their material needs.
However, intervening factors mean that it cannot be assumed that people
living with income poverty will be materially deprived. For example, people
who are ‘income poor’ may receive support in kind from members of their
wider family, which prevents them from experiencing material deprivation,
or they may have recently lost a well-paid job and have an income below
the poverty line but have many material possessions bought on their pre-
vious higher income. On the other hand, people who have recently
escaped income poverty may find themselves materially deprived for
some time thereafter, particularly if their increased level of disposable
income is to be used to service debts that accumulated when they were
living in poverty. 

Multiple deprivation

As the name suggests, multiple deprivation is used to describe the situa-
tion when individuals, households or collections of people in small geo-
graphical areas are deprived of a range of conditions at the same time –
eg, they are deprived of adequate housing, education and employment. In
Scotland, multiple deprivation is most closely associated with small geo-
graphical areas through the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation. Areas
of multiple deprivation in Scotland are currently identified using 38 indica-
tors spread across seven domains (see Chapter 3). Multiply deprived
areas are defined relatively; most typically, 15 per cent is used as the
threshold for defining a multiply deprived area – ie, of the 6,505 data zones
in Scotland, those whose deprivation score is ranked 1 to 975 (the bot-
tom 15 per cent) are described as ‘multiply deprived’ areas.

While multiple deprivation in Scotland is an area measure, not all
people residing in multiply deprived areas will live in poverty. Similarly,
many people living in poverty will not be residing in multiply deprived
areas. However, intuitively we would expect that people living with income
poverty would be more likely to live in the most deprived areas. However,
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not too much should be made of this relationship for the Scottish Index of
Multiple Deprivation, as ‘income deprivation’ (the proportion of people liv-
ing in an area who are without an adequate income) is one of seven
domains that comprise the deprivation index. Thus, income poverty is one
of the factors that contributes to area multiple deprivation in Scotland.

Social inclusion and social exclusion

The idea of social exclusion – and social inclusion, the variant preferred in
Scotland – had been prominent in the anti-poverty work associated with
New Labour in both Scotland and the UK as a whole. Changes in the
political landscape at Holyrood and Westminster have heralded a less
prominent position for social exclusion/inclusion in recent years, although
in Scotland, social inclusion is still presented as a topic theme.16 Similarly,
the UK may still have to report to the European Commission on efforts to
address social exclusion as part of the new Europe 2020 strategy.17

As part of this commitment to date, the UK government has prepared 
and maintained a National Strategy for Social Protection and Social
Inclusion.18

Definitions of social exclusion usually describe how and why it
occurs, as well as its implications. The European Union notes that social
exclusion occurs when people cannot fully participate or contribute to
society because of ‘ . . .  the denial of civil, political, social, economic and
cultural rights’.19 This is very similar to the thinking behind relative poverty
in that relative poverty is based on the understanding that low income is
significant as it prevents participation in wider society at a level all would
be expected to enjoy. Thus, social exclusion can result from ‘income
poverty’. The idea of social exclusion remains important in understanding
poverty in Scotland, even if it is given less prominence than before. 

Of course, it must be clarified that social exclusion is viewed as
resulting from combinations of linked problems, only one of which may be
low income – eg, other causes of social exclusion include discrimination,
unemployment, poor skills, poor housing, bad health and changing fam -
ily and household composition. Social exclusion and income poverty are
related – one may result from the other – but they can also exist inde-
pendently of each other (people living in poverty may not be socially
excluded, and the non-poor may be socially excluded) and should not be
used interchangeably.
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Social justice

As with social exclusion, the prominence of the use of the description
‘social justice’ in public circles has fluctuated through time. It was partic-
ularly prominent in the early years of the Scottish executive when its anti-
poverty strategy was focused around social justice milestones. This
encapsulated the early thinking of New Labour, following from the work of
the Commission on Social Justice. Set up in 1992 by the late John Smith,
the leader of the Labour Party (in opposition) at that time, this carried 
out an independent enquiry into economic and social reform and noted:
‘ . . .  our view of social justice consists of four key ideas.’ These were:
equal worth of all citizens; citizens’ entitlement to be able to meet their
basic needs; the widest possible spread of opportunities; and the reduc-
tion or elimination of unjust inequalities.20

When social justice milestones were replaced with the Closing the
Opportunity Gap approach,21 social justice became less prominent.
However, social justice is a broad and contested term and definitions vary
across the political spectrum. They include ideas of distributive justice,
utilitarianism, equality and libertarian ideas of ‘governance’. Funda ment -
ally, social justice is to pursue the belief:22

. . .  that society can be reshaped – its major social and political institutions

changed – so that each person gets a fair share of the benefits, and carries

a fair share of the responsibilities, of living together in a community. 

Ideas of social justice are returning to prominence in Conservative Party
circles through the work of the Centre for Social Justice23 in London
(formed in 2004) and the re-launch in 2010 of Social Justice Scotland as
the Social Justice Foundation – a right-of-centre think-tank – to explore
new ways of finding solutions to the critical issues facing Scotland (and
the UK).24 This may herald the return of ideas of ‘social justice’ to the fore
in debates on tackling poverty in Scotland.

Conclusion

Poverty in Scotland can best be understood in terms of Peter Townsend’s
definition that:25
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Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in pov -

erty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in

the activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are cus-

tomary, or are at least widely encouraged and approved, in the societies in

which they belong.

Three key issues should be drawn from Townsend’s ideas. First, resources
can accrue through both incomes and services. However, the marketised
nature of Scottish society means that income must be central to discus-
sions about poverty. Second, poverty is relative to the needs and wants 
of the wider society. This means that poverty in Scotland is qualitatively
diff erent to that experienced in the global South. Third, poverty in the
twenty-first century is not only about survival and minimum subsistence in
order to avoid starvation; it is about a standard of living that allows ade-
quate participation within society.
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Three
How do we measure poverty?
John H McKendrick

Summary

• In Scotland, the UK and across Europe household income is the key
fac tor used to estimate poverty – those with low household income are
considered to be living in poverty. 

• A consensus has emerged that poverty is present when a household’s
income is below 60 per cent of the median national income (adjusted
for household size and composition). 

• The government’s official measure of poverty tracks progress before
housing costs. This is how poverty is measured in Europe and meas-
uring poverty in this way facilitates international comparisons. CPAG
and many poverty experts argue that poverty should be estimated after
housing costs as this gives a better indication of disposable income,
which is a clearer indication of the lived experience of poverty.

• The challenge of measuring poverty should not be underestimated.
Difficulties are faced in getting accurate income data in the first
instance and then there are a series of technical issues that must be
addressed by experts. Even when these obstacles are surmounted, it
must be recognised that household income alone does not precisely
reflect the income resources that are available to everyone, and that
the same level of household income may not offer similar households
the same purchasing power. 

• In recent years, new estimates of local poverty in Scotland based on
household income have been introduced.

• The minimum income standard is gaining support as another means to
estimate the threshold below which people might be deemed to be liv-
ing in poverty. It is a measure of the minimum income the British pub-
lic believe is needed to live a socially acceptable quality of life. 
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A measurement consensus. . .  of sorts

There is a broad consensus that household income can be used to esti-
mate poverty (when poverty is defined as a lack of resources). Having a
very low income indicates poverty. Typically, this approach involves asking
people for information about their household’s income and household
composition, and then using this data to find out if that household’s
income is below a threshold income value that defines the point below
which that household should be considered to be living in poverty. The
threshold value that is most commonly used is 60 per cent of the median
income (adjusted for household size and composition). In monetary terms,
in 2008/09 this was equivalent to a weekly income, after housing costs
were deducted, of less than £333 for a couple with two children aged five
and 14.1 The use of a 60 per cent threshold value is the main way in which
poverty is measured in Scotland (the UK and Europe). 

Box 3.1:

Measuring poverty before housing costs or after housing costs?

Many poverty analysts argue that it is more accurate to measure poverty after housing costs

have been deducted, as this better reflects the actual disposable incomes of low-income 

households (housing being a fixed cost over which people living in poverty have little control).

In contrast, the UK government target for tackling poverty uses a before housing costs

estimate. The difference this makes is explained fully in this chapter. For clarification, the after

housing costs approach is used throughout this book, unless specific reference in made to

the UK government targets.

However, for a variety of reasons, measuring poverty is far from straight-
forward. This chapter’s review of how poverty is measured in Scotland first
explains how the ‘measurement consensus’ was reached. Although there
is agreement on the key point that income should be used to measure
poverty, there are technical issues to consider (some of which divide
expert opinion), other challenges to overcome and limitations that must be
acknowledged. Box 3.1 flags up one of these issues. However, all are
considered in more detail below, before turning attention to how poverty
is measured for local areas within Scotland. Some alternatives to using
household income to measure poverty are considered at the end of the
chapter.
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How the consensus was reached and the dissenting
voice that threatens to undermine it

No measurement carries the status of the single official government meas-
ure of poverty for Scotland (and the UK). Even so, incremental steps taken
over the last decade have brought us to the point of consensus, in effect
a de facto national measure of income poverty for Scotland and the UK.

First published in 1988, Households Below Average Income (HBAI)
is an annual review of the UK income distribution compiled by the
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) (previously the Department of
Social Security) using data collected in the Family Resources Survey. It is
a major source of information on people living on low incomes and pro-
vides ‘ . . .  an explicitly relative measure which looks at how people at the
bottom of the income distribution have fared in relation to the average’.2

HBAI provides official figures on low income, although no official status is
accorded to any measure. 

In 1998, the Statistical Programme Committee of the European
Union decided that 60 per cent of median income should be used as the
measure of income poverty when making international comparisons.3 As
noted above, this is now the favoured measure of the UK government.
The emergence of the ‘Lisbon strategy’ to tackle social exclusion and
poverty throughout the nation states of Europe gave further impetus to the
use of the 60 per cent income threshold as the pre-eminent measure of
income poverty.4

However, the New Labour UK government’s desire to tackle child
poverty was the primary driver of the rise to prominence of the 60 per cent
income threshold measure in Scotland and the UK. In 1999, the UK gov-
ernment committed itself to eradicating child poverty within a generation,
a vision that is shared by the Scottish government and which was re-
affirmed in 2010 with the passing of the Child Poverty Act.5 Following a
user consultation between 2002 and 2003, the DWP, in conjunction with
HM Treasury, initially devised a three-tier measure of child poverty, which
consisted of measures of absolute low income, relative low income, and
material deprivation and low income combined (Table 3.1).6 A fourth tier –
persistent low income – was added as part of the Child Poverty Act 2010.
Where poverty is to be measured by low income alone, the threshold of
60 per cent median income is used.
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Table 3.1:

UK government’s four-tier measure of child poverty

Tier 1: Absolute low income

Number and proportion of children in households whose equivalised net income before 

housing costs is below 60 per cent of inflation-adjusted UK median income in 2010/11. 

This is a measure of whether the poorest families are seeing their incomes rise in real terms. 

Tier 2: Relative low income

Number and proportion of children in households whose equivalised net income before 

housing costs is below 60 per cent of UK median income in the same year. This is a measure

of whether the poorest families are keeping pace with the growth of incomes in the economy

as a whole.

Tier 3: Material deprivation and low income combined

Number and proportion of children who are both materially deprived and are in households

whose equivalised net income before housing costs is less than 70 per cent of the UK 

median in the current year. This is to provide a wider measure of children’s living standards.

Tier 4: Persistent low income

Number and proportion of children in households whose equivalised net income before 

housing costs is below 60 per cent of UK median income in the same year for three of the

previous four years. This is a measure of whether or not families are consistently living in 

relative low income poverty.

Note: Until 2010, the base year against absolute low income was 1998/99. The change to 2010/11 was 
introduced with the passing of the Child Poverty Act 2010.

Although child poverty has been the driver of the measurement consen-
sus in the UK, annual updates on ‘income poverty’ are also presented for
adults of working age and pensioners. Data on ‘income poverty’ in
Scotland is routinely published as part of the HBAI annual report (Scotland
can be compared to other UK nations and regions in England in all tables
comparing government office regions). Furthermore, the Scottish govern-
ment publishes a shorter annual report on income inequality and income
poverty that focuses exclusively on Scotland as a whole.7

Although the UK government gave notice in June 2010 of a Review
on Poverty and Life Chances, which would ‘examine the case for reform
to poverty measures, in particular for the inclusion of non-financial ele-
ments’, it is highly probable that income poverty and its 60 per cent
threshold will remain central to how child poverty is estimated; after all,
the Child Poverty Act 2010 formalised targets to reduce child poverty by
2020 using these measures. Furthermore, income poverty (and the 60
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per cent income threshold) is central to how poverty is measured in the
European Union and the UK is party to the new Europe 2020 target to
reduce by 20 million the number of people living in poverty in the Euro -
pean Union.

However, the European Union also recommends that other thresh-
olds (eg, 40, 50 and 70 per cent of the median) should also be used when
considering poverty, in order to obtain the fullest picture. Some of these
alternative thresholds are used in the UK. For example, below 70 per cent
median income is used as an element in the UK combined child poverty
measure of material deprivation and low income, and Save the Children
uses the below 50 per cent median income threshold as an element in its
measure of severe child poverty. Indeed, not only does the European
Union recommend the use of different thresholds for the low-income
measure, it has developed a comprehensive suite of 18 different indicators
to enable it to reach a comprehensive understanding of poverty across the
European Union.8

Using household income to estimate poverty

The pre-eminence of the below 60 per cent of typical income threshold
should not be taken to imply that measuring poverty by household income
is without problems. On the contrary, there are four broad types of challenge
to overcome, each of which presents more than one particular problem.

Technical challenges when interpreting household 
income data

Using household income to measure ‘income poverty’ is far from straight for -
ward and problems are encountered at many levels. The technical challenge
of using household income to measure poverty has meant that coll ect ing
‘income poverty’ data tends to be undertaken by research experts.

First, although it would be easier, it is not sensible to identify a sin-
gle monetary value that defines the level below which all households in
Scotland would be deemed to be living in poverty; a whole range of mon-
etary values must be used as threshold levels of ‘income poverty’ in order
to compare household income across different household types. For
example, a couple with four children will require a higher level of income
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to maintain the same standard of living as one adult living alone and there-
fore the ‘poverty threshold’ will be higher for the larger household. 

Table 3.2 describes the key values for 2008/09 for four common
household types. In addition to describing the mean and median weekly
household income for each household type, the final two columns of this
table specify the ‘income poverty thresholds’. 

Table 3.2:

Weekly income (after housing costs) and income-based poverty

lines (before and after housing costs), including self-employed, 

for different family household types, UK, 2008/09

Weekly income Weekly income-
(after housing based poverty lines 
costs) (60% median)

£ £ £ £

Family household type Mean Median Before After
housing housing
costs costs

Single with no children 251 199 164 119

Couple with no children 433 343 244 206

Single with two children (aged 5 and 14) 519 411 293 247

Couple with two children (aged 5 and 14) 701 555 374 333

Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income: an analysis of the income 
distribution 1994/95–2008/09, Corporate Document Services, 2010, Table 2.4

Note: Poverty would be defined at an income below the figures listed in columns 4 and 5 of this table.

This adjustment of household income to account for household composi-
tion is known as equivalisation. From 2005/06, the HBAI series has used the
modified Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) equivalisation scale. The Scottish government has published a tech-
nical note to provide guidance on understanding how equivalisation works.9

Second, a much more controversial issue among poverty analysts
is whether poverty should be measured ‘before housing costs’ or ‘after
housing costs’ have been deducted (Box 3.1). Although this seems a
mundane and technical issue, its impact is highly significant. The number
of people considered to be living in poverty in Scotland is much higher
using an after housing costs measure – 970,000 in Scotland in 2008/09,
compared with 860,000 using a before housing costs measure.10
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Furthermore, the risk rate of poverty changes dramatically for differ-
ent groups. Poverty rates are lower for those groups whose direct hous-
ing costs are lower (such as those owning their homes outright, but living
on a low income) if an after housing costs measure is used. The impact
this difference makes is most marked by comparing children and pen-
sioners. Using a before housing costs measure suggests that the number
of children living in poverty in Scotland is lower (210,000, compared with
260,000 with an after housing costs measure), whereas the level of pover-
ty among pensioners is higher with a before housing costs measure
(150,000, compared with 110,000 with an after housing costs measure).11

Many poverty analysts would argue that the after housing costs
measure should be used, as housing costs represent a fixed budget item
over which low-income families have little choice. This is particularly
important when comparing across government office regions and nation-
al regions, as it smoothes out the distorting effect of the marked variations
in housing costs across the UK. It is argued that discounting housing
costs from calculations of low income ensures that we are better able to
compare what low-income families across different regions have at their
disposal to spend. However, in line with practice in Europe, official gov-
ernment measures for tracking progress on poverty tend to be based on
measuring poverty before housing costs, as do the definitions used for the
targets set by the Child Poverty Act 2010. HBAI and the annual Scottish
report on poverty and income inequality provide poverty estimates using
both the before housing costs and after housing costs approaches. For
the reasons outlined in Box 3.1, Section Three of this book tends to pres-
ent data using an after housing costs measure. This avoids the risk of
underestimating the number of children living in poverty in Scotland that
comes with using a before housing costs measure.

Third, far more consensus has been reached about the technical
challenge of whether household income should be calculated using the
mean or median. Mean and median refer to different ways of measuring
the average. Although the mean is most commonly used as the way of
measuring an average, the favoured way of measuring poverty and low
income is to use the median. Mean income is found by adding all the
incomes of households and dividing the total by the number of house-
holds. Mean income can be easily distorted by very low or very high
income. The median refers to the mid-point of a given set of figures. The
median measure of average income is less susceptible to distortions, in
particular from those on high incomes, and hence is a more appropriate
measure of what constitutes a typical income. 



How do we measure poverty? 37

A fourth and final technical challenge is whether ‘income poverty’
should be considered as ‘absolute low income’ or ‘relative low income’.
Until this year, absolute low income in relation to the HBAI figures referred to
those households with less than 60 per cent of 1998/99 UK median income
before housing costs were deducted.12 This threshold was adjusted by infla-
tion for each subsequent year. According to the DWP, absolute low income
‘ . . .  is important to measure whether the poorest families are seeing their
incomes rise in real terms’.13 Relative low income in relation to the HBAI 
figures refers to the number and proportion of households with below 60 
per cent of UK median income before housing costs were deducted for
each year. The threshold is, therefore, recalculated every year to account for
increases in median incomes, rather than simply being fixed for one year
then adjusted to account for inflation. This measure allows us to consider
whether those on low incomes are keeping up with the rest of society.

As the ‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ figures for low income are measured
in different ways, it is necessary to be clear about what these figures may
mean. It could be argued that the figures for ‘absolute’ low income have
been of less use when attempting to understand what has happened with
low incomes over the last decade. As incomes have steadily risen over this
time, even for those on low incomes, we would expect the proportion of
people with incomes below a fixed figure to fall. This has been the case
overall since 1996/97.14 ‘Relative’ low income figures can be a better way
of assessing whether government policies are specifically ensuring that
those at the bottom of the income distribution are seeing their incomes
improve, rather than if their incomes are simply rising with inflation. 

There are good reasons to use both types of low income measure
(and see Table 3.1), but it is important to be aware of the advantages and
disadvantages associated with each. HBAI and the annual Scottish report
on poverty and income inequality provide poverty estimates using both
the ‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ measures. Something that neither measure is
able to do is to tell us anything about the standard of living that anyone liv-
ing below the threshold experiences. 

Getting accurate household income data in the 
first instance

Income is a sensitive issue and questions on household income are often
not included in social surveys in the UK. Experience has shown that, hav-
ing been asked to provide details on household income, survey respon-
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dents have expressed concern at the detail that is required to generate
accurate data, the personal nature of income data, and the perceived
uses to which the data would be put.15 The Family Resources Survey is
exceptional in that it asks very detailed questions on household income.

The Family Resources Survey is subject to robust data quality
checks to increase the reliability of its data. These checks are not always
feasible in smaller scale social surveys and, consequently, the reliability of
household income data from smaller scale social surveys should not
always be assumed. There are many reasons for regarding cautiously any
unofficial poverty estimate based on household income – eg, the complex
earning patterns of those with irregular sources of income; the challenge
of collating household income data when several members of the house-
hold contribute to the total and when income is not pooled for the house-
hold; and the likelihood that those who do not return an accurate tax
return or submit an accurate benefits claim will also be unlikely to state an
accurate household income in a social survey. The robust data quality pro-
cedures used by the Family Resources Survey means that we can have
greater confidence in Family Resources Survey income data, which car-
ries the National Statistics stamp of approval.

Limitations of household analysis

Poverty based on household income is, by definition, a measure of pover-
ty for private households. Thus, the main measure of poverty in Scotland
does not claim to measure whether those living in communal establish-
ments are living in poverty. For example, over 1,500 looked-after children
in Scotland live in ‘residential establishments’16 and the average prison
population in Scotland is almost 8,000 adults;17 national poverty statistics
do not relate to such groups.

Furthermore, a household income does not necessarily imply that all
members of that household will have equal access to this resource.
Gender-sensitive analysis has demonstrated that women in Scotland, in
particular, are prone to foregoing their household share at the ‘expense’ of
other household members.18 On the other hand, due to the dependency
of their parents, children of substance abusers, for example, may not have
access to the level of resource that household income suggests.19

It is unreasonable to expect that a national estimate of household
poverty should account for poverty in institutions or intra-household
poverty, but it is important to acknowledge that a fuller understanding of
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poverty in the UK would require data or studies that are complementary
to HBAI data. 

Limitations of disposable household income as a measure
of poverty

All things being equal, disposable household income – gross income, net
of tax and national insurance and housing costs – should provide a meas-
ure of how much income households have available to meet their living
needs. If that level of income falls below a benchmark, the household is
considered to be living in poverty. However, disposable household income
is not always an accurate indicator of the extent to which households are
able to meet their daily living needs.

For example, disposable household income does not adequately
reflect the income that is actually available to meet daily living needs for all
households. Specifically, households with individuals who have a high
level of debt to service may have less income to use (and therefore a lower
standard of living) than others who earn less, but have no debts. These
debt problems may be compounded for those on the lowest incomes by
the greater likelihood that they will be using financial service providers who
charge a relatively higher fee for their service.

Even if disposable net income adequately reflects the income that
is available to meet daily living needs, it may not adequately reflect what
some groups are able to purchase with it – ie, some groups face higher
costs of living. For example, there has been longstanding concern that the
additional social security payments which supplement the income of fam-
ilies with disabled people are insufficient to meet the additional costs of liv-
ing with disability.20 Similarly, costs of living vary across place. The Joseph
Rowntree Foundation acknowledges this and has used research-based
evidence to adapt its minimum income calculator to account for the high-
er cost of rural living, which it estimates at between 10 per cent and 20
per cent more than in urban areas.21

Information sources

Very different answers must be given to the question, ‘does Scotland have
adequate household income data in order to measure poverty?’ depend-



40 Poverty in Scotland 2011

ing on whether we want to estimate poverty for Scotland as a whole, or
for local areas within Scotland.

Scotland

There are five main sources of household income data that can be used
to estimate poverty for Scotland as a whole. Two sources have been
referred to earlier in this chapter, each of which is based on an analysis of
the HBAI dataset from the Family Resources Survey – ie, the annual report
for the UK as a whole (through which Scotland can be compared with
other government office regions in the UK) and the annual report of
Scottish government (which focuses exclusively on Scotland).

From 2005, the Scottish government-funded ‘Growing up in Scot -
land’ study has been able to use aggregate household income data to
estimate poverty for very young children in Scotland.22 As this has a lon-
gitudinal design, it is now at the stage where it can measure the persist-
ence of poverty among young children in Scotland.23 Funding has been
extended through until 2013 and ‘Growing up in Scotland’ will be able to
monitor changes in the annual level of poverty and short-term trends in
persistent poverty for very young children in Scotland in the years ahead.

Since 1999, the Scottish Household Survey has been collecting and
publishing information on household income in Scotland.24 With caution,
data on household income can be used to understand the significance of
living life on a low income. However, for the reasons outlined earlier in this
chapter, it is far more helpful if household income is converted into a
measure of household poverty. In 2010, for the first time, the Scottish gov-
ernment published a paper that provided estimates of poverty in Scotland
using Scottish Household Survey data.25 This should be used cautiously
as it currently has the status of ‘data being developed’. 

‘Understanding Society’ is a new development that will incorporate
and enhance the coverage of the British Household Panel Survey in
Scotland to provide an even stronger information base to measure pov -
erty trends in Scotland, including the possibility of estimating persistent
poverty for Scotland as a whole.26 This is set to be an important source
for understanding Scottish poverty in the years ahead.
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Local 

Scotland is not yet well served with household income-based measures
of poverty for local areas. HBAI is not designed, and does not have a suf-
ficient sample size, to estimate directly poverty for areas within Scotland.
However, emerging developments mean that there should be optimism
over the future prospects for local estimates of poverty in Scotland based
on household income. First, as noted above, the Scottish government has
produced an estimate of poverty using the Scottish Household Survey.
Although only using a before housing costs approach, this provides esti-
mates for Scotland’s 32 local authorities, as well as the national estimate
for Scotland as a whole. Second, the population characteristics that the
HBAI analysis has shown to be associated with poverty could be used in
conjunction with Scottish Household Survey household population data to
model estimates of poverty for local authorities in Scotland. Less robust
models could be constructed for smaller areas such as data zones, neigh-
bourhoods or localities if these models were constructed using the more
limited population data that is available for these geographical areas.
Finally, small areas in England have been well served in recent years with
a highly localised estimate of child poverty based on UK government
analysis of data drawn securely from HM Revenue and Customs and the
Department for Work and Pensions.27 National Indicator 116 estimates
the proportion of children living in poverty as being the proportion of all
children living in the area who are either (i) living in families in receipt of out-
of-work benefits, or (ii) living in families receiving tax credits whose report-
ed income is less than 60 per cent of the median income before housing
costs have been deducted. However, as yet, this data is only published for
England. Given that this is UK-wide data, there is no compelling technical
reason why it should not be published for small areas within Scotland in
future years.

Measuring poverty without household income

Benefits

Given that welfare aims to provide claimants and their dependants with
social protection, there is some merit in using information on benefit
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claimants to estimate poverty. As discussed above for National Indicator
116, benefits data can be particularly effective at providing local estimates
of child poverty, if this is used in conjunction with income-based tax cred-
it data. However, data of this quality is not yet available for Scotland. Yet
welfare statistics are accessible, updated regularly and are available for
the smallest geographical areas (data zones in Scotland). 

However, limitations must be acknowledged in using welfare statis-
tics to estimate poverty. First, benefit and tax credit levels are very often
inadequate in protecting households from poverty – eg, out-of-work ben-
efits for a couple with one child amount to only 66 per cent of the relative
income poverty threshold discussed above.28 Second, using out-of-work
benefit statistics alone will dramatically underestimate the extent of pov -
erty as, by definition, they will not provide estimates of in-work poverty. 

Tax credit data is published by HM Revenue and Customs and
could be used to estimate the level of in-work poverty for children.
Helpfully, HM Revenue and Customs publishes this data alongside counts
of out-of-work claimants. Together, this provides a more complete pover-
ty count for children (counting in-work low-income and out-of-work fami-
lies).29 However, this is not a panacea for local poverty estimation, as
eligibility for tax credits extends beyond people living in poverty. Hence,
this data tends to overestimate the numbers of children and adults of
working age who are living in poverty. Nevertheless, in the absence of
National Indicator 116, this data can be used to estimate local area pover-
ty in Scotland. The Scottish government recommends using the ‘number
of children living in households that are dependent on out-of-work bene-
fits or child tax credit more than the family element . . .  as one of the best
child poverty proxy indicators available at a local authority level’. However,
it makes clear ‘it is important to note that this is not the same as being ‘in
poverty’ according to official measures’.30

The proportion of those eligible for local welfare benefits – such as
free school meals, school clothing grants or educational maintenance
allowance – could also be useful as proxies for local poverty. Clearly, con-
sideration has to be given to conditions of eligibility, administration and serv-
ice uptake in appraising their utility as a proxy measure for local poverty. 

Material deprivation

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, data on material deprivation is used
alongside household income in one of the four government measures of
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child poverty (also Table 3.1, Tier 3). Material deprivation is a good meas-
ure of the impact of poverty, or more accurately, the extent to which
poverty impacts on a population. The possibility of in-kind support from
the wider family (eg, a grandparent buying a winter coat) or from the wider
community (eg, a local sports club subsidising the costs of participation)
means that material deprivation indicators alone may fail to capture the
extent of poverty among a population. 

Areas of multiple deprivation 

Since its launch in 2004, the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation has
provided a useful comparison of relative deprivation at small area level
across Scotland. With 6,505 data zones in Scotland, this micro-geogra-
phy has enabled the identification of pockets of deprivation that may have
been missed in previous analyses using larger geographical areas as the
basis of comparison – eg, electoral wards. In particular, residing within one
of the 15 per cent ‘most deprived areas’ has become established as a key
marker of deprivation in Scotland.

Multiple deprivation is a broader concept than poverty (see Chapter
2). There may be more merit in using the ‘income deprivation’ domain (one
of the deprivations that count toward the multiple deprivation) as a more
accurate proxy for poverty. However, both the multiple deprivation meas-
ure and the narrower income deprivation measure are of more limited value
in estimating rural poverty (and rural deprivation). As is noted in Chapter
18, poverty in rural Scotland is spatially dispersed and area-based meas-
ures of deprivation tend to underestimate the scale of the problem.

Minimum income standards

The minimum income standard project was launched in 2008, is uprated
every year, updated every two years, and is funded by the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation until 2014. The minimum income standard is the
budget required by households to cover the cost of goods and services
that are considered to be essential to meet a minimum socially acceptable
standard of living in the UK. In this respect, it can essentially be seen as
another household income-based approach to measuring poverty. It
specifies an income level below which people are considered to be unable
to have a socially acceptable standard of living. 
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The minimum income standard approach differs from the HBAI
approach to poverty measurement in two key respects. First, the mini-
mum income standard is based on robust focus group research and
expert consultation to define what the people of the UK consider is
required to achieve this minimum living standard, rather than a notional fig-
ure of 60 per cent below median income. Second, it factors in a multipli-
er to account for the higher costs of living in rural areas. Minimum income
standard research suggests that the 60 per cent median income level that
is used to measure poverty, whether measured before or after housing
costs, is actually far below what is required as a minimum income by many
household types in the UK.

Conclusion

Considerable progress has been made, and continues to be made, in how
we measure poverty in Scotland. Every edition of Poverty in Scotland has
reported on new developments and better data. Although data is by no
means perfect, Scotland is now fairly well served with information to
inform anti-poverty activity. Future priorities for improving how poverty is
measured in Scotland should focus on enriching the tools that are avail-
able to measure local poverty for data zones, neighbourhoods and local
authority areas. 
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Four
What causes poverty?
John H McKendrick

Summary

• Government at every level – local, national and UK – has a key role to
play in tackling poverty in Scotland.

• Both the UK and Scottish governments have made firm commitments
to tackle child poverty and policy interventions have helped reduce, but
not yet eradicate, child poverty in Scotland.

• The reasons for poverty are complex and multi-faceted. The primary
poverty-generating mechanisms are social, economic and political.
Tackling poverty requires a sustained and long-term comprehensive
strategy, rather than a quick-fix single-issue intervention.

• The way in which poverty-inducing factors take effect is complicated.
It is overly simplistic to both reduce poverty to a single cause and to
ignore the intervening factors that policy solutions need to take into
account.

• Until recently, a growing economy had contributed to reductions in the
level of absolute (low-income) poverty in Scotland. However, a much
more ambitious and focused anti-poverty strategy is needed if poverty
in Scotland is to be reduced on all key measures in the years ahead. 

Introduction

This chapter accounts for the causes of poverty in Scotland. This is by no
means a straightforward task. 

First, there are several possible reasons for why people experience
poverty. Poverty is sometimes attributed to the behaviour of individuals.



Here, consideration is given to how personal knowledge of the ‘feckless
poor’, grounded in everyday social theorising based on stereotypes, is
used to support the viewpoint that poverty results from the failings of indi-
viduals. It is argued that this type of explanation is of limited value in
accounting for poverty in Scotland. Poverty can be attributed to social fac-
tors, that is, characteristics that define groups of people and which place
additional demands on their resources and/or make them more vulnerable
to other poverty-inducing factors. Here, reference is made to the social fac-
tors that induce poverty among the groups identified as being vulnerable to
poverty. Poverty in Scotland can also be attributed to political factors, that
is, the extent to which government is prepared to intervene to tackle pover-
ty and the effectiveness of these interventions. The specific ways in which
government has tackled poverty in Scotland is considered in detail in
Chapter 10 (and across Section Five). Here, the focus is on the options that
are available to government. Finally, poverty can also be attributed to eco-
nomic factors – eg, the strength of the macro-economy.

Second, the poverty experienced by individuals tends to result from
more than one of these poverty-inducing factors. For example, the sus-
ceptibility to poverty of single adults without children, migrating to work in
remote rural Scotland from Eastern Europe, might be attributed to: lan-
guage barriers limiting their ability to move beyond the low-paid employ-
ment which brought them to Scotland to work in jobs that are populated
with other migrants who share their cultural background (social factor);
limited opportunity in the wider local labour market to earn a decent living
wage (economic factor); and a lack of state intervention, as rural poverty
is not deemed to be a pressing priority for policy intervention (political fac-
tor). Progress in some factors may not be sufficient to counteract other
persistent poverty-inducing circumstances.

Third, the factors which cause people to experience poverty are
inter-related. For example, the susceptibility to poverty of lone parents
might be attributed to restricted labour market options given lone parents’
need to combine work with parental responsibilities (social factor), result-
ing in difficulties in accessing employment that pays a decent living wage
(economic and political factor). Here, the social situation influences the
economic possibilities, both of which contribute to the poverty experi-
enced by the individual.

Finally, the ways in which poverty-inducing factors influence individ-
uals can be complex, hidden and indirect. For example, Scotland has a
small domestic market and, like other small European nations, it is very
dependent on exports and inward investment. It is, therefore, vulnerable
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to changes in both the global economy and the UK national economy.
However, the extent to which these macro-economic forces result in
poverty is dependent on a host of intervening factors such as the eco-
nomic strategies of transnational corporations, inducements and support
from inward investment agencies, national social protection and pay poli-
cies, and the ability of the local economy to absorb job losses or supply
workers with the skills demanded in growth sectors.

Individual factors

Many of us have anecdotal knowledge of an individual who seems to do
little to arrest the poverty that s/he experiences. We may also be aware of
others who would be classified as ‘poor’ using official data sources, but
who supplement their income through the informal economy. More gen-
erally, many do not understand why people can be poor given apparent
anti-poverty mechanisms such as: state support through social security
payments (eg, employment and support allowance); safeguards against
low income (eg, the national minimum wage); opportunities provided in
communities and by the state to support people in poverty (eg, the
Flexible New Deal programmes); and local interventions to reduce the
costs associated with living on a low income – eg, local food co-opera-
tives sourcing quality food and selling it more cheaply than local retailers.
Furthermore, public debate on poverty in Scotland often draws on deeply
entrenched stereotypes, which rationalise people’s life trajectory on the
basis of where they live or on their social profile. For example, ‘she’ll be
poor because she lives in Onthank in Kilmarnock’, is likely to be the
thought process following the screening of The Scheme (see Chapter 9).
In short, individuals are sometimes deemed to be the primary cause of
their poverty and official measures of poverty are perceived to overstate
the problem. Such arguments carry some intuitive appeal and are rein-
forced by sensationalist or superficial media coverage. 

There are five key points that critique the line of thinking that attrib-
utes poverty to the action or inaction of individuals. First, poverty experi-
enced by children has little to do with children’s own actions; the 260,000
children experiencing poverty in Scotland (Table 5.1) do so exclusively on
account of chance, that is, the accident of birth, which determined the
families into which they were born. Clearly, not all people experiencing
poverty can be held responsible for this condition. Second, reducing
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explana tions for poverty simply and singularly to the actions of individuals
does not allow the possibility of poverty being influenced by other factors,
and takes no account of the large-scale structural (social, political and
economic) forces that shape people’s lives. As was argued in Chapter 1,
the causes of poverty are multi-faceted. Third, on closer analysis, what
appear to be ‘individual-level’ factors often reflect underlying social and
economic processes. For example, the understanding that poverty is
transmitted down through generations of the same family is often per-
ceived to be a problem of the individual, when more correctly it should be
viewed as a social and economic factor. And as James McCormick
argued so persuasively many years ago in an earlier CPAG publication,
poor places keep people poor.1 Fourth, focusing on individual behaviour
as a cause of poverty risks distracting attention from the social, econom-
ic and political factors over which it is possible for policy makers to exert
influence and which, therefore, hold most potential for successful policy
intervention to tackle poverty. Finally, there is a numerical challenge to
those who argue that poverty is the fault of individuals. According to
Scottish government figures (and using CPAG’s preferred definition),
970,000 people experience poverty in Scotland (Table 5.2). There can be
no credibility in the argument that almost one-sixth of the population in
Scotland experience poverty on account of their own personal failings.

Social factors

As Chapter 7 demonstrates, the distribution of poverty in Scotland is
uneven across social groups and place. This must not, however, lead to
an explanation for Scotland’s poverty that is based on describing the
changing composition of Scotland’s population. Thus, for example, the
changing composition of families in Scotland since the early 1970s –
including the rise in lone parenthood – should not, per se, be used to
explain the corresponding growth in poverty at that time. It is more accu-
rate to explain that the rise of poverty was down to the high risk of pover-
ty faced by a group growing in size and the failure of policies to intervene
to reduce this risk. There is clearly an association between these trends
(and between the extent of poverty and other social trends), but this offers
no insight into the root causes of poverty. Most problematically, this
approach encourages scapegoating and a culture of blame – eg,  lone
parenthood causes poverty.

However, there are common shared characteristics among social
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groups that make some more susceptible to poverty, and make the
escape route from poverty more difficult than otherwise would be the
case. Table 4.1 summarises some of the social factors that are experi-
enced by some of the groups identified in Chapter 7 as being particularly
susceptible to poverty.

Of course, Table 4.1 is only a summary overview of some of the
main social factors which may cause or exacerbate the poverty experi-
enced by groups of people in Scotland. Although space does not permit
presentation of evidence that would justify the assertions made in Table
4.1, further comment is provided for two of the group-specific poverty-
inducing factors. 

First, suggesting that the national minimum wage is a contributory
factor for young people’s poverty seems counter-intuitive. After all, the
introduction of the minimum wage has sought to safeguard pay rates for
younger people since it was introduced in April 1999. In particular, the
specification of a ‘development rate’ for workers aged 18–21 at the out-
set in 1999; the extension of wage protection to workers aged between
16 and 17 years old in 2004; the introduction of an apprentice minimum
wage in 2010; the extension of the adult rate to 21-year-olds from 2010;
and the annual uprating of the minimum wage since 1999, have each
sought to protect young workers from low wages. However, on closer
analysis, it could be argued that the national minimum wage could be a
more effective aid in tackling poverty among young people. In effect, it jus-
tifies relatively lower wages for young people: the main rate for workers
aged 21 and over increased to £5.93 an hour on 1 October 2010, which
is higher than the ‘development’ rate set for young adults between 18 and
20 years (£4.92 an hour), 16/17-year-olds (£3.64 an hour) and appren-
tices (£2.50 an hour).2 Thus, while the minimum wage has tackled some
of the worst excesses, low pay among young people remains a major
problem and the minimum wage gives credibility to lower rates of pay for
younger workers. 

Second, the existence of gender pay gaps is at odds with long-
standing government legislation and recent steps to promote equal pay
among local authorities in Scotland through single-status pay agreements.
The right of women to equal pay has been enshrined in UK legislation
since the Equal Pay Act in 1970 (which came into force in 1975) and has
since been strengthened by amendments, such as that in 1984 to ensure
equal pay for equivalent work. More recently, in 1999 single-status agree-
ments were reached between the trade unions and local government in
Scotland to ensure verifiable pay equality between men and women.

What causes poverty? 51



Table 4.1:

Social factors as a cause of poverty 

Group Factors (examples)

Lifecycle

Children • Limited ability to earn money to lift themselves out of poverty.
• Poverty status is dependent on their parents or guardians.

Youth • Lower wages for this age group, with a lower rate of the national 
• minimum wage.
• Benefit rates are lower for this age group.
• Lack of opportunity to accumulate wealth that could be used to 
• ameliorate the effects of short-term bouts of poverty.
• Poverty may be a transitional state associated with periods of 
• education and training.

Working-age adults • Welfare system is oriented toward providing for young and old.

Pensioners • Many have not provided for private pensions, having been brought 
• up believing that the state pension would provide for their needs in 
• old age. Thus, pensioner poverty reflects the circumstances of their 
• working lives. If they were unemployed for long periods, worked in 
• low-paid jobs, had insecure or interrupted work histories, were ill for
• long periods, or involved in unpaid work, they are more likely to 
• experience poverty in old age.
• State pension complexity results in low take-up.
• Higher heating and fuel costs.

Families and households

Lone parents • Cost of childcare.
• Availability of childcare (barrier to participation in the labour market).
• Work-life balance – eg, mismatch between school hours and 
• working hours. 

Partnered parents • Unequal distribution of income among householders.
• Unequal expenditure responsibilities among householders 
• – eg, women spending on all family members.

Childless adults • Welfare system is oriented toward providing for young, old and 
• families with children.
• Inadequate welfare payments for single adults.

Social

Work status • Low pay.
• Costs associated with a ‘flexible’ workforce.
• Under-employment.

Gender • Costs associated with being primary carers of children (interrupted
• work histories and have to work in lower paid jobs).
• Gender segregation in the labour market (over-concentration in 
• lower paid jobs).
• Gender gap in pay.
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• Intra-household distribution of income.

Ethnicity • Pensioner poverty among immigrants (having not built up pension 
• entitlement on account of being engaged in low-paid work and 
• beginning to contribute in the middle of their working lives).
• Language barriers during transitional phase for immigrants.
• Racist harassment and victimisation; stereotyping.
• Tendency to work in sectors of the economy in which wages are 
• low (especially Pakistani and Bangladeshi).

Disability/illness • Extra costs associated with managing particular disability or illness, 
• such as medicine, housing adaptation or transport costs (the 
• majority of disabled people do not receive additional costs).
• Higher cost of living associated with shopping locally (difficulty in 
• accessing more distant, but cheaper, supermarkets).
• Costs of caring.
• Discrimination based on stereotyping.
• Disabling environments, hampering access.

Place

Local authorities • (Under) strength of local economy.

Rural areas • Lack of public transport in rural areas (restricting access).
• Additional cost of transport in rural areas – eg, the necessity of
• running a car.
• Fewer public services.
• Low pay.
• Higher cost of living.
• More restricted employment/career opportunities.

Local area • By definition, these will vary across place.
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However, by 2006, these agreements had not been implemented and the
unions were concerned that single status was being implemented by
imposing pay cuts and by driving down wages through job evaluation.3

The employment status of women in Scotland is similar to that which
applies in the rest of the UK; fewer women are economically active (58 per
cent, compared with 69 per cent of men in August–October 2010),4 the
concentration across occupational type is highly gendered and women
tend to be under-represented in the higher paying sectors and over-rep-
resented in the lower paying sectors (81 per cent of workers in personal
service occupations are women, compared with 9 per cent in skilled
trades),5 and while equivalent numbers of men and women are employed
(1,266,000 men and 1,198,000 women in Scotland in 2010), men are 1.4
times more likely than women to be working full time, while women are
more than three times as likely as men to be employed part time.6 While
these gender patterns in work would explain why men earn more than



women, as explained in Chapter 6 (Table 6.1), what is particularly discon-
certing is that the pay gap between men and women is evident across all
occupation types – for full-time work ranging from as low as 67 per cent
of male earnings in skilled trades to 90 per cent in sales and customer
services. Across occupations, women on average earn only 81 per cent
of their male counterparts. 

However, the gendered character of poverty should not be accept-
ed as inevitable in the world in which we live. For example, implementa-
tion of single status should have made inroads to reduce the gender pay
gap in Scotland, as should the UK-wide gender equality duty (from April
2007). Indeed, there has been very little progress in closing the gender
pay gap since the last edition of Poverty in Scotland, when it was report-
ed that women working full time earned 80 per cent of what men earned
in 2004.7 The gap remains substantial. Clearly, more and more wide-rang-
ing work needs to be done to close the gender pay gap in Scotland.

Political factors

Government action – or inaction – is one of the key factors which could
determine the extent and level of poverty in Scotland. To their credit, in
2010, both the UK and Scottish governments reaffirmed their commit-
ment to eradicate child poverty within a generation. However, poverty is
also experienced in households without children and our governments
have been less specific about setting targets to eradicate poverty for peo-
ple within these households. Furthermore, the effectiveness of the strate-
gies used by government to tackle child poverty must also be appraised.
The questions that must be answered are, ‘are our governments doing
enough?’ and ‘how effective are our government interventions?’ In this
book, the specificities of these questions are answered more fully in
Chapter 10. In this chapter, the array of tools that are available for use by
the UK, Scottish and local governments to tackle poverty in Scotland are
appraised.

UK government

The UK government retained responsibility following devolution for the
main levers of control over poverty in Scotland – the welfare system and
taxation.
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Welfare system
Social security protects the vulnerable from the worst excesses of pover-
ty. However, although it is undoubtedly a tool for poverty amelioration,
social security is not necessarily designed to provide an income that
removes households without work from poverty. Indeed, there is an ideo-
logical train of thought that welfare payments must be kept at poverty lev-
els to act as a disincentive to individuals who are disinclined to work.
Proponents of this approach would argue that the welfare system could
eradicate poverty by ensuring that only poverty-level incomes were avail-
able to claimants, effectively, encouraging or co-ercing claimants to find
work and escape poverty.

The UK coalition government elected in 2010 has given notice of
wide-ranging welfare reforms that aim to reduce the total cost of welfare
arguably premised on the ideological position outlined above.8 Although
the proposed welfare reforms point toward a more austere future for ben-
efit claimants, the ideological position is merely an extension of that held
by the previous government. Welfare in the UK is not currently designed
to remove people from poverty; rather it seeks to protect people from the
worst excesses of abject poverty.

There are limitations to the way in which successive UK govern-
ments have used social security as a poverty-reduction strategy. First, the
level of benefits has been tied to prices which, although ensuring that the
spending power of benefit recipients is maintained year on year, also
implies that the relative value of benefits declines year on year in periods
of economic growth with low inflation (when growth in prices is lower than
increases in average incomes). Relatively speaking, benefit recipients be -
come poorer compared with wage earners. With the likelihood that the
years ahead will be characterised by higher prices and lower wages, there
would be the possibility that benefit recipients would, relatively speaking,
become less poor compared with wage earners. However, the coalition
UK government has intimated that claimants must take their ‘share of the
pain’ in the austerity cuts and the value of benefits is actually projected to
decrease. Thus, both in times of economic growth and decline, the wel-
fare system has operated to make claimants relatively poorer.

Second, successive UK governments have subscribed to a welfare-
to-work strategy through which they seek to ‘make work pay’. Although
there is evidence that this approach has been successful in assisting peo-
ple to escape poverty, this is an ineffective anti-poverty strategy for those
who cannot work, for those for whom work is not available and for those
who undertake unpaid work. The ‘work not welfare’ mantra has been
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strongly championed by the UK coalition government and is set to feature
more prominently and explicitly in the coming years.

Third, although UK government policies have had some beneficial
effect in reducing the level and intensity of child and pensioner poverty (eg,
the value of child benefit has increased in real terms), the use of social
security to tackle child and pensioner poverty falls short of being a univer-
sal approach to overcome poverty, as social security is deployed in a more
limited fashion to tackle the poverty of working-age claimants without chil-
dren. It might be more accurate to assert that, until recently, the UK gov-
ernment has used social security as a child poverty reduction strategy.
Even here, the progressive interventions of social security as a poverty alle-
viation strategy for households with children is set to diminish with coalition
government plans – eg, to freeze and restrict entitlement to child benefit.

Finally, the UK government has not been averse to using the social
security system to effect behavioural change in a way that overrides its
poverty-reduction credentials. Thus, the previous administration saw fit to
withdraw some benefits from those who did not comply with its New Deal
programmes. Although there are differences of opinion over the moral
legitimacy of using such punitive measures, they clearly demonstrate that
the poverty-reducing value of social security can be overridden by other
goals. The coalition government has given notice of its intent to introduce
much tougher sanctions and more requirements for those benefit
claimants who are judged to be able to work.

Taxation
Higher earners pay more tax than lower earners in absolute terms,
although not, as we shall see, as a proportion of their income. For exam-
ple, in 2008/09, the average annual amount paid by the richest fifth of
non-retired households in the UK was £20,538 in direct taxation and
£7,589 in indirect taxation. In contrast, the average amount paid by the
poorest fifth of non-retired households in the UK was £1,561 in direct tax-
ation and £3,496 in indirect taxation.9

It must be recognised that taxation, per se, does not lead to a
reduc tion in income inequality or a reduction in poverty. Rather, both direct
and indirect taxation are elements of a broader government strategy
through which cash benefits (welfare support) are added to original
income (eg, wages and investments) to give gross income (stage one).
Gross income is then subject to direct taxation to give disposable income
(stage two). In ‘disposing of this income’, we are liable to indirect taxation.
At this point, two calculations can be made to help us understand the
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impact of government intervention on income. First, the sum of the indi-
rect taxes can be deducted from the disposable income to give us a meas -
ure of post-tax income (stage three – ie, [original income + cash bene fits] –
[direct taxation + indirect taxation]). Finally, we can take account of the
benefits in kind (eg, education, health and social services) to give us a
measure of final income. Taxation is the means through which government
can redistribute earnings through cash benefits and benefits in kind. 

Two criticisms can be made against the effectiveness of current tax-
ation policy as a means to tackle income poverty. First, taxation reduces
the incomes of those on already low incomes: the poorest fifth of house-
holds in the UK have £5,057 deducted in taxation from a gross income of
£13,784 (36.7 per cent of gross income is deducted in taxation).10 In fair-
ness, it could be argued that, to some extent, this is an administrative
necessity as it would otherwise be too complex to refrain from taxing low-
income groups, particularly at the point of consumption for indirect taxes.
Second, although higher earners pay more in absolute sums, the lowest
earning fifth of households in the UK pay a greater share of their gross
income in taxation – eg, the ‘tax burden’ of the lowest earning fifth at 36.8
per cent is higher than that of the highest earning households (33.8 per
cent of the gross income of the highest earning fifth of households is
deducted in tax).11 Indirect taxes and the direct council tax are particular-
ly regressive. For example, the poorest fifth pay three times the proportion
of their gross income on council tax (4.8 per cent, compared with 1.8 per
cent of the highest earning fifth) and twice the proportion of their income
on indirect taxes (25.4 per cent, compared with 9.1 per cent).12 It should
come as no surprise, as reported in Chapter 6, that there has been little
change in income inequality in Scotland in recent years. 

Scottish government and local government 

As noted above, an appraisal of the anti-poverty interventions of the
Scottish government is provided in Chapter 10 (and throughout the con-
tributions in Section Five). Although not able to dictate who receives cash
benefits, the Scottish government can influence the extent and level of
poverty in Scotland: through using its tax-varying powers;13 by wholesale
area regeneration; by creating the conditions necessary to facilitate the
labour market participation of those without work; by early intervention
and improved early years provision to tackle inter-generational poverty; by
effective service delivery and intervention in the fields of education, train-
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ing and health; by promoting take-up of benefits and tax credits; by ensur-
ing people have access to advice and information on maximising their
incomes; and by intervening to provide benefits in kind. Local government
is responsible for the direct provision of key services and supports people
experiencing poverty (and others living on a low income) by providing an
array of benefits in kind.

Achieving Our Potential articulates the Scottish government’s
approach to tackling poverty in Scotland, at the heart of which is a con-
cordat with local government through which it has responsibility for deter-
mining and addressing local anti-poverty priorities. In addition to this
devolution of responsibility to local government, the Scottish government
is funding a more limited range of anti-poverty interventions at the nation-
al level, including funding income maximisation work (including through
CPAG) and advice helplines (for lone parents, through One Parent Families
Scotland). A detailed summary and review of the work being pursued
under Achieving Our Potential was published in May 2010.14 This review
describes what has been undertaken to address key commitments for the
five broad goals of: (i) tackling income inequality; (ii) long-term measures
to tackle poverty and the drivers of low income; (iii) supporting those expe-
riencing poverty; (iv) making the benefits and tax credits system work bet-
ter for Scotland; and (v) supporting partners and engaging wider society.

The work of the Scottish government is also supported by the
Tackling Poverty Board to oversee and drive forward policy to tackle
poverty in Scotland.15 A Community Regeneration and Tackling Poverty
Learning Network also exists as a community of practice for anti-poverty
practitioners.16 The Scottish government also acknowledged that 2010
was European Year for Combating Poverty and, at the time of writing, was
consulting on a child poverty strategy for Scotland.17

Economic factors

The performance of the macro-economy is one possible reason for the
existence of poverty in Scotland. The logic is that there is an inverse rela-
tionship between the economy and the extent and level of poverty – ie, the
stronger the economy, the lower the intensity and extent of poverty. 

Scottish government statistics show that the Scottish economy
continued its pattern of sustained and steady growth until mid-2007, after
which it changed direction and the economy began to contract. There is
much evidence that can be cited to support this point. 

58 Poverty in Scotland 2011



Gross domestic product (GDP) is a measure of the value of the
goods and products being produced in a nation state in any one year,
and is widely accepted as a robust measure of economic growth.18

Scotland’s economy has grown steadily for many years, with peaks in the
rate of growth in 2004 and 2007.19 Poverty remained stubbornly high
throughout this period. However, from 2007 until the start of 2010,
Scotland’s economic growth first slowed down, before entering a period
of economic decline from the end of 2008 to the start of 2010. A recov-
ery in the GDP trend was evident at the start of 2010, although initially
the ‘positive’ trend was that the economy started to decline less marked-
ly than it had in 2009.

Employment peaked at an all-time high of almost 75 per cent of the
working-age population in 2007 (April–June), only to fall steadily to 70 per
cent at the start of 2010.20 Indeed, for three years (2006–2009) employ-
ment rates in Scotland were the highest of all national regions in the UK,
before returning at the start of 2010 to the more typical position of being
higher than Wales and Northern Ireland, but lower than in England. The
downward trend in employment rates was checked in the second quarter
in 2010, with a modest increase.

The number and proportion of Scotland’s population claiming ben-
efits has been on a downward trend since the start of the millennium. In
the middle of 1999, almost one in five adults of working age were claim-
ing some form of benefit (615,680 or 19.6 per cent).21 Although the num-
bers fluctuated, the trend was clearly downward until the end of 2007, by
which time the number of claimants had fallen to one in six (519,500 or
16.1 per cent). Since this time, a quarterly rise, then fall, has been followed
by a steady increase in the number of claimants and, by the start of 2010,
the 583,270 figure (17.9 per cent) of adult claimants of working age was
greater than at any time since the start of 2004.

In contrast to these economic trends, there has been a steady
increase in Scotland’s real gross disposable household income through-
out this period. This sum of all household income in Scotland suggests
(using 2008 prices) a steady year-on-year rise in household income in
Scotland from £58 billion in 1998 to £74 billion in 2008.22 The economy
may have entered a period of decline, employment rates may be falling
and the number drawing on welfare may be rising, but overall household
income continues to rise. Although it would be foolish to overstate the
point (as the economic vitality of Scotland will clearly impact on household
poverty), taken together, these economic trends suggest that household
income is not solely determined by the economy alone. Poverty cannot be
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reduced to economy; economy is not the only factor explaining why peo-
ple are living in poverty in Scotland.

Although not irreducible to poverty, the broader economic context
sets the parameters within which distributional mechanisms will create,
ameliorate or eradicate household poverty – that is, the economy deter-
mines the size of the cake that is to be shared. In times of economic
growth, there is less resistance to progressive distribution. The widely
anticipated job losses in Scotland in 2011, and the period of economic
and public sector adjustment that is foreseen (which may include pay
restrictions and the loss of more highly paid staff), may lead to a reduction
in the overall income that is shared among the people of Scotland. In such
conditions, people experiencing poverty are particularly vulnerable, as
those living beyond poverty seek to protect their share of overall income
resource in Scotland.

Conclusion

We have identified four broad multi-faceted factors, which account for the
prevalence of poverty in Scotland. Although some individuals may con-
tribute to their own poverty, structural explanations are of far greater sig-
nificance in explaining the extent of Scotland’s poverty. Until recently, the
strength of the Scottish economy, notwithstanding geographical variation
and inequalities in the distribution of reward, was such that explaining
poverty could not be reduced to economics alone. Thus, political inter-
vention and social factors must be considered. Both the UK and Scottish
governments have made commitments to tackle poverty, and have
devised strategies and made policy interventions that have had an impor-
tant impact, particularly in relation to child and pensioner poverty.
However, the persistence of poverty for many social groups and the halt-
ing of the progress in reducing the level of child poverty in Scotland lead
to the conclusion that our governments are not doing enough, quickly
enough. 
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Section Three
Poverty in Scotland:
the evidence





Five
Is poverty falling?
John H McKendrick

Summary

• Poverty is no longer falling in Scotland. Since 2004/05, on the whole,
there has been no reduction in either relative poverty or absolute pover-
ty in Scotland.

• In the decade leading up to 2004/05, Scotland experienced significant
reductions in the number of children living in poverty. The number of
children living in poverty in Scotland has not reduced since 2004/05.

• The latest data, for 2008/09, shows that after housing costs are taken
into account, more than one in four of Scotland’s children live in pover-
ty (26 per cent). One in six children in Scotland live with income pover-
ty/material deprivation combined (16 per cent), while, using the
government’s preferred before housing costs measure, more than one
in five children in Scotland live in relative poverty (21 per cent). 

• Reduction in absolute poverty in Scotland over the last decade is much
more marked than reduction in relative poverty. Although this suggests
that standards of living may be rising for people experiencing poverty,
the lower marked progress with relative poverty suggests that many
people still have an income that would not allow them to enjoy what is
considered to be necessary to participate without undue restriction in
Scottish society.

• European comparisons suggest that the poverty risk in Scotland is
marginally higher than that in Europe as a whole. Scotland fares less
favourably when compared with those European nations (Scandinavian
and other small European nations) against which it often seeks to com-
pare national performance.



Introduction 

Chapter 3 described the pre-eminence of household income as a means
of measuring poverty in Scotland. In this chapter, the Scottish analysis of
the Households Below Average Income (HBAI) data is used to estimate
the number of people living in poverty in Scotland and to assess whether
poverty is falling, remains static or is increasing.1 Here, the focus is on the
total number of people living in poverty, first for children and then for the
population as a whole. Estimates of the number of people living in pover-
ty from sub-groups of the population (eg, by family type or by local author-
ity area) are considered in Chapter 7.

Child poverty

There was a steady growth in child poverty in Scotland and across the UK
over the last few decades of the twentieth century. By 2000, it was well
established that children were over-represented at the bottom of the
income distribution and under-represented at the top: according to the
annual HBAI report at this time, ‘Children are now the group most likely to
be in low-income households, and most likely to remain in low-income
households for a long period of time.’2

The UK government’s historic commitment in 1999 to reduce child
poverty within a generation gave impetus to a trend that started in
1996/97. From 360,000 children living in relative poverty in 1996/97, child
poverty fell in five of the following eight years to reach 250,000 in Scotland
in 2004/05 and 2005/06 (after housing costs are taken to account) (Table
5.1).3 This was equivalent to a fall in the rate of child poverty from 33 per
cent in 1996/97 to 24 per cent in 2005/06, but still left child poverty far
high er than in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

According to current Scottish government figures, 260,000 children
living in Scotland are part of households whose income is so much lower
than the median income for households in Scotland that they are consid-
ered to be living in poverty (below 60 per cent of median equivalised
income, after housing costs are considered). Similarly, 150,000 children in
Scotland are living in households that have not experienced a sufficient
real rise in income levels to lift them out of absolute (low income) poverty.
In terms of proportions, and using the same Scottish government figures,
more than one in four children in Scotland (26 per cent) live in relative
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Figure 5.1:

Proportion of children living in absolute poverty and relative 

poverty (after housing costs), Scotland, 1994/95 to 2008/09 
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Source: Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland, 2008/09, 2010, Tables A1 and A2

Note: Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have 
been used in the calculations and the figures refer to income after housing costs have been deducted. See
Table 2.1 for definitions of absolute poverty (low income) and relative poverty (low income).

Table 5.1 

Number of children living in absolute poverty and relative poverty

(after housing costs), Scotland, 1994/95 to 2004/05

Thousands

Absolute 
poverty 380 400 400 350 330 320 270 210 200 180 160 140 150 130 150

Relative 
poverty 330 360 360 330 330 350 340 330 280 280 250 250 250 240 260

Source: Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland, 2008/09, 2010, Tables A1 and A2

Note: Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have 
been used in the calculations and the figures refer to income after housing costs have been deducted. See
Table 2.1 for definitions of absolute poverty (low income) and relative poverty (low income).
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poverty and almost one in six children in Scotland (15 per cent) live in
absolute poverty. Even using the before housing costs measure that is
used by the government when measuring progress against child poverty
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Figure 5.2:

Children living in low-income households with below 60 per cent

UK median income (after housing costs), including self-employed, 

Scotland and other parts of the UK, 2008/09 
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targets, for reasons highlighted in Chapter 4, one in five children in
Scotland (210,000) are still living in poverty.

As the figures above show, child poverty persists at a disturbingly
high level in Scotland. Furthermore, since 2004/05, the level of child
poverty in Scotland has stabilised and UK and Scottish government inter-
ventions to date have not reduced the numbers of children experiencing
relative poverty below 240,000 (after housing costs) in any year. 

Figure 5.2 compares the percentage of children living in households
with incomes of below 60 per cent median earnings (relative poverty) in
Scotland, using the after housing costs measure, with those from other
government office regions and national regions in UK for 2008/09 (using
three-year running averages).

What is clear from Figure 5.2 is that a lower proportion of children
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live in poverty in Scotland than in any of the other national regions in the
UK (Wales, Northern Ireland and England as a whole) and in any of the
other gov ern ment office regions in the UK – eg, North West England,
South East England. 

Figure 5.3 compares the percentage of children living in households
with incomes of below 60 per cent median earnings in their own nation
(relative poverty) across the European Union for 2008, using the before
housing costs measure that is favoured by the European Union. 

A slightly higher proportion of children live in poverty in Scotland
than in the European Union as a whole. Children in Scotland also fare con-
siderably worse than those growing up in Norway and Denmark. Indeed,
children in Scotland are more than twice as likely to experience poverty
than in these nations. In terms of the risk of child poverty, Scotland shares
more in common with Poland, Lithuania, Malta and Portugal than it does
with the Scandinavian countries and those of northern and central Europe.

The Scottish HBAI has now generated sufficient time series data on
the ‘Tier 3’ measure of child poverty (Table 3.1 in Chapter 3) to comment
on recent trends in child poverty, as measured by a combination of low
household income and material deprivation. Not surprisingly, this measure
of child poverty reinforces the findings of the absolute low-income and rel-
ative low-income measures. There has been virtually no overall change in
the extent of low-income poverty/material deprivation among children in
Scot land in recent years. For 2008/09, using a before housing costs
measure in the income component, it is estimated that 160,000 children
in Scot land were living in income poverty/material deprivation combined
(16 per cent of children). 

Whichever government measure is used, it is clear that recent trends
in child poverty in Scotland are no longer the basis of a ‘good news’ story.

Overall poverty in Scotland

Although children and pensioners have been the primary focus of the UK
and Scottish governments’ anti-poverty activity, a fuller understanding of
poverty in the UK requires a more broadly based analysis of poverty
among the population as a whole. 

Mirroring the presentation of evidence for child poverty, Table 5.2
shows the number of individuals in Scotland who are living in poverty and
Figure 5.4 shows the changes to the proportion of individuals living in
poverty in Scotland from 1994/95.
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Figure 5.3: 

Children living in low-income households with below 60 per cent

national median income (before housing costs), including 

self-employed, Europe, 2008

Percentage

EU 27 20.2

Romania 32.9

Bulgaria 25.5

Italy 24.7

Latvia 24.6

Spain 24.4

UK 24.0

Greece 23.0

Lithuania 22.8

Portugal 22.8

Poland 22.4

SCOTLAND 21.0

Malta 19.9

Luxembourg 19.8

Hungary 19.7

Ireland 18.0

France 16.5

Belgium 17.2

Estonia 17.1

Slovakia 16.7

Germany 15.2

Austria 14.9

Cyprus 13.6

Czech Republic 13.2

Netherlands 12.9

Sweden 12.9

Finland 12.0

Slovenia 11.6

Iceland 11.2

Norway 9.6

Denmark 9.1

Source: Eurostat, Persons at Risk of Poverty After Social Transfers, 2010

Notes: 
1. Using modified OECD equivalised scale.
2. Data from 2008 is used as 2009 data was missing for five European nations at the time of writing.
3. Data for Scotland is measured in the same way as data for EU nations, but is drawn from a different 
3. source (HBAI for Scotland, rather than EU-SILC). EU-SILC does not permit disaggregation of data to areas 
3. smaller than EU nation states. Therefore, this data comparing Scotland and EU risk rates must be used 
3. with caution.
4. Data for France is provisional.
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Figure 5.4:

Proportion of individuals living in absolute poverty and relative

poverty (after housing costs), Scotland, 1994/95 to 2008/09 

Absolute poverty Relative poverty
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According to these figures, 630,000 individuals are in households regard-
ed as experiencing ‘absolute poverty’ (60 per cent below inflation-adjust-
ed equivalised household income in 1998/99). 970,000 individuals in
Scotland are living in households regarded as experiencing ‘relative pover-
ty’ (60 per cent below median equivalised household income at current
levels, after housing costs have been deducted). In terms of proportions,
almost one in four individuals in Scotland (19 per cent) live in relative
poverty and more than one in ten individuals in Scotland (12 per cent) live
in absolute poverty.

These figures show that it is not only child poverty that is a problem
in Scotland. The late 1990s and early 2000s were not characterised by the
same scale of progress in reducing poverty for the population as a whole in
Scotland. The late 2000s have been characterised by the same overall
stagnation in the level of poverty. Furthermore, although the rates remain
fairly static, the number of individuals living in relative poverty in Scotland
increased between 2006/07 and 2007/08. 

Nevertheless, over the medium term, it is important to acknowledge
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Source: Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland, 2008/09, 2010, Tables A1 and A2

Note: Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have 
been used in the calculations and the figures refer to income after housing costs have been deducted. See 
Table 2.1 for definitions of absolute poverty (low income) and relative poverty (low income).
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that some progress had been made in reducing whole-population pov erty
in Scotland. Between 1994/95 and 2007/08, the number of individuals liv-
ing in absolute poverty in Scotland fell from 1,380,000 (28 per cent) to
590,000 (12 per cent). Similarly, a fall in relative poverty can be observed
– from 1,230,000 (25 per cent) in 1996/97 to 970,000 (19 per cent) in
2007/08. Thus, these figures suggest that, following a decade of fluctua-
tions around the one million mark, the number of individuals living in rela-
tive poverty in Scotland has remained consistently below one million
people for the last five years (Table 5.2). 

Figure 5.5 compares the percentage of individuals living in house-
holds with incomes below 60 per cent of the median in Scotland, after
housing costs have been deducted (relative poverty), with those from
other government office regions and national regions in UK.

As for children (Figure 5.2), there is evidence to suggest that the
level of poverty in Scotland compares favourably with that in other parts
of the UK. Poverty in Scotland, on the whole, is lower than in Wales,
England and Northern Ireland and in all English regions, except for the
South East (with which it shares the same level of poverty). 

Once again though, although UK comparative data casts Scotland
in a positive light, this should not be allowed to obscure the fact that many
thousands of people in Scotland are currently living in poverty – 630,000
people if the more stringent measure of absolute poverty is used and just
30,000 short of one million if we adopt the relative measure of poverty
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Table 5.2:

Number of individuals living in absolute poverty and relative 

poverty (after housing costs), Scotland, 1994/95 to 2008/09

Thousands

Absolute 
poverty 1,380 1,340 1,360 1,170 1,130 1,120 990 740 770 670 620 600 600 590 630

Relative 
poverty 1,140 1,160 1,230 1,120 1,130 1,200 1,220 1,110 1,120 1,020 960 990 950 970 970

Source: Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland, 2008/09, 2010, Tables A1 and A2

Note: Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have 
been used in the calculations and the figures refer to income after housing costs have been deducted. See
Box 3.1 for definitions of absolute poverty (low income) and relative poverty (low income).
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Figure 5.5:

Individuals living on a low income with household income below 

60 per cent of UK median (after housing costs), including 

self-employed, Scotland and other parts of the UK, three-year

average to 2008/09
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(Table 5.2).
Figure 5.6 compares whole-population poverty across Europe using

the same approach (and with the same caveats) as Figure 5.3 did for chil-
dren. The proportion of people living in poverty in Scotland is marginally
higher than that of the European Union as a whole. This means that
Scotland fares relatively poorly in some nation-on-nation comparisons.
For example, people in Scotland are almost twice as likely to be living in
relative poverty, compared with those living in the Czech Republic. In
terms of the overall risk of poverty, Scotland shares more in common with
Poland and Portugal than it does with the Scandinavian countries and
other small European nations such as Iceland.

Lo
nd

on
, I

nn
er

Lo
nd

on
, O

ut
er

 

N
or

th
 E

as
t

W
es

t 
M

id
la

nd
s

N
or

th
 W

es
t

E
as

t 
M

id
la

nd
s

W
al

es

Yo
rk

sh
ire

 a
nd

 
th

e 
H

um
be

r

E
ng

la
nd

 (a
ll)

U
ni

te
d 

K
in

gd
om

 (a
ll)

N
or

th
er

n 
Ire

la
nd

S
ou

th
 W

es
t

E
as

te
rn

S
ou

th
 E

as
t

S
co

tla
nd

Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income, 2008/09, Corporate 
Document Services, 2010, Table 3.6

Note: Using Modified OECD equivalised scales.

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

%



Figure 5.6:

Individuals living in low-income households with household income

below 60 per cent national median (before housing costs), 

including self-employed, Europe, 2008

Percentage

EU 27 16.5

Latvia 25.6

Romania 23.4

Bulgaria 21.4

Greece 20.1

Lithuania 20.0

Spain 19.6

Estonia 19.5

UK 18.7

Italy 18.7

Portugal 18.5

SCOTLAND 17.0

Poland 16.9

Cyprus 16.2

Ireland 15.5

Germany 15.2

Belgium 14.7

Malta 14.6

Finland 13.6

Luxembourg 13.4

France 12.7

Austria 12.4

Hungary 12.4

Slovenia 12.3

Sweden 12.2

Denmark 11.8

Norway 11.3

Slovakia 10.9

Netherlands 10.5

Iceland 10.1

Czech Republic 9.0

Source: Eurostat, Persons at Risk of Poverty after Social Transfers, 2010 

Notes: 
1. Using modified OECD equivalised scale.
2. Data from 2008 is used as 2009 data was missing for five European nations at the time of writing.
3. Data for Scotland is measured in the same way as data for EU nations, but is drawn from a different 
3. source (HBAI for Scotland, rather than EU-SILC). EU-SILC does not permit disaggregation of data to areas 
3. smaller than EU nation states. Therefore, this data comparing Scotland and EU risk rates must be used 
3. with caution.
4. Data for France is provisional.
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Conclusion

The figures in this chapter have outlined the broad trends in poverty using
the key measure of household income. All the data shows that income
poverty is a significant problem in Scotland, and that the emerging prob-
lem of the late noughties is that poverty is persisting in Scotland, rather
than reducing as it was in the early noughties. There is clearly a need to
reappraise how poverty is tackled in Scotland if the government aim – as
stated – is to reduce the numbers living in poverty. However, as will be
shown in Chapter 7, some groups in Scottish society are at even greater
risk of poverty than these aggregate figures suggest.

Notes
1 Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland, 2008/09,

2010

2 Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income

2000/01, Corporate Document Services, 2001, available at http://statistics.

dwp.gov.uk/asd/index.php?page=hbai



Six
Is income inequality 
reducing?
John H McKendrick

Summary

• The Scottish government aims to reduce income inequality by 2017.
• Income inequality has not reduced in Scotland over the last decade.

Indeed, if anything, the income share of Scotland’s poorest households
has decreased in recent years. 

• Recent and projected trends for the key drivers of change in income
inequality do not suggest that Scotland is moving in the right direction
to tackle income inequality. 

• It is unlikely that, without substantial policy changes, income inequality
in Scotland will reduce dramatically by 2017.

Introduction: income inequality comes centre stage

The Scottish government has set itself the target of reducing income
inequality in Scotland. As discussed in Chapter 2, the high-level solidarity
purpose target commits Scotland ‘to increase overall income and the pro-
portion of income earned by the three lowest income deciles as a group
by 2017’. The Scottish government commitment to reduce income
inequality (the distribution of income) is set within a commitment to
increase overall income. For the overall income component of this meas-
ure, the Scottish government uses Office for National Statistics estimates
of gross disposable income to conclude that overall income in Scotland
has risen consistently year on year over the last decade from £58 billion in
1998 to £74 billion in 2008.1

However, the central focus of this target is the measurement of the
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distribution of household income. As important as the current evidence of
income inequality is ‘direction of change’ evidence for the key drivers of
income inequality. According to the Scottish government,2 income
inequality will be tackled by: (i) the accessibility of employment opportuni-
ties, especially for those on lower incomes; (ii) opportunities for the lower
paid to improve their skills; (iii) changes in the income differential between
the lowest and highest paid occupations; and (iv) entitlement to, and take-
up of, benefits. This chapter presents evidence on the current state of

Figure 6.1:

Share of total income by income groups (deciles), Scotland,

2006/07 to 2008/09

Source: The Poverty Site, based on analysis of Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below 
Average Income dataset, August 2010. Reproduced with kind permission from Guy Palmer, The Poverty Site,
www. poverty.org.uk
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income inequality in Scotland and the key drivers that may shape it toward
2017. 

Income inequality: a persistent problem in Scotland

The big, bad picture

Income inequality in Scotland is stark. The ‘poorest’3 tenth of Scotland’s
households share only 2 per cent of Scotland’s income. The second
‘poorest’ tenth fare little better, with an income share of 4 per cent (Figure
6.1). These figures stand in sharp contrast to Scotland’s richest tenth, who
receive 29 per cent of Scotland’s income and the second richest tenth
who receive 15 per cent. Indeed, the income of the richest tenth of house-
holds in Scotland is greater than the income of all households on ‘below
average incomes’.

Although grossly unequal, this pattern of income distribution is not
atypical in the UK. Indeed, it could be argued that Scotland is less unequal
than the UK as a whole in terms of income inequality. The gap between
the richest tenth and poorest tenth in overall income share is 27 percent-
age points in Scotland (the richest tenth received 29 per cent of all income
in 2008/09, while the share of the poorest tenth was 2 per cent), com-
pared with 29.8 percentage points for the UK as a whole (31 per cent and
1.2 per cent in 2008/09). While laudable, the size of the gap is hardly
something to celebrate and it would be misleading (albeit statistically
accurate) to describe Scotland as having less income inequality than the
UK as a whole; better to acknowledge that Scotland is marginally less
unequal in its distribution of income.

Indeed, in the broader European context, income inequality in
both Scotland and the UK is among the worst in Europe (Figure 6.2).
Using the Gini co-efficient estimate (a widely used measure of income
inequality for nations) the level of income inequality is only greater in
Latvia, Romania, Bulgaria and Portugal (and in other national regions of
the UK).4

Increasing income, increasing inequality

Income trends in Scotland show both progressive and regressive tenden-
cies. Positively, over the last decade, the growth in income for all but those
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Figure 6.2: 
Income inequality in European nations, as measured by the Gini
Co-efficient, 2008

Percentage

EU 27 30.7

Latvia 37.7

Romania 36.0

Bulgaria 35.9

Portugal 35.8

SCOTLAND 34.0

UK 34.0

Lithuania 34.0

Greece 33.4

Poland 32.0

Spain 31.3

Italy 31.0

Estonia 30.9

Germany 30.2

Ireland 29.9

France 29.2

Cyprus 28.0

Luxembourg 27.7

Netherlands 27.6

Belgium 27.5

Iceland 27.3

Malta 26.9

Finland 26.4

Austria 26.2

Hungary 25.2

Norway 25.1

Denmark 25.1

Czech Republic 24.7

Sweden 24.0

Slovakia 23.7

Slovenia 23.4

Source: 
1. EU data: European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). Drawn from the Eurostat

Data Explorer Tool. Data table with the income distribution, 2010
2. Scottish data: drawn from Scottish government analysis of the Households Below Average Income

dataset 
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Notes: 
1.  Higher numbers represent higher levels of income inequality.
2.  Data from 2008 is used as 2009 data was missing for six European nations at the time of writing.
3.  The European data is drawn from EU-SILC data. 
4.  Data for Scotland is drawn from the Scottish government’s own analysis of Households Below Average

Income data. In this analysis the GB Gini co-efficient was described as 36.0. The EU-SILC estimate for
the UK is lower than this GB estimate. Although this may reflect GB/UK differences, this may also suggest
that the Scottish Gini co-efficient would be slightly lower if data were available through the EU-SILC.

5.  Data for France is provisional.

with the very lowest and very highest incomes has been broadly progres-
sive – ie, on the whole (and particularly from the ‘third poorest tenth’ to the
‘third richest tenth’ of Scotland’s households), ‘poorer’ households have
experienced a higher rate of income growth (Figure 6.3). By itself, this
would herald a move toward lower income inequality.

However, this progressive trend is more than countered by regres-
sive tendencies at the extremes of the income distribution spectrum – ie,

Figure 6.3:

Growth in income by income groups (deciles) in Scotland, 1998/99

to 2008/09

Source: The Poverty Site, based on analysis of Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below 
Average Income dataset, August 2010. Reproduced with kind permission from Guy Palmer, the Poverty Site,
www.poverty.org.uk

Note: For each income group, average percentage change in real net household incomes between 1998/99 
and 2008/09, after deducting housing costs.
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Figure 6.4:

Profile of bottom two income deciles and bottom third decile

households in Scotland, 2008/09

Percentage of households

One or more 8
self-employed 5

Single/couple, both 4
in full-time work 10

Couple, one in full-time 3
work, one part-time 8

Couple, one in full-time 11
work, one not working 16

No full-time worker, one 13
or more part-time worker 15

Workless, head or 21
spouse aged 60 or over 29

Workless, head or 12
spouse unemployed 2

Workless, other 31
inactive 15

%

Bottom two deciles (poorest 20%) Third decile (poorest 21%–30%)

Source: Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland 2008/09, 2010, Table A6

the poorest tenth of Scotland’s households experienced almost inconse-
quential income growth over the last decade (2 per cent), while the richest
tenth enjoyed the highest level of income growth (48 per cent). The adage
that ‘the rich get richer and the poor get (relatively) poorer’ would appear
an apt description for Scotland’s most and least affluent households. 

Other ways of measuring income inequality reinforce the regressive
trends of late. The Scottish government estimate of our Gini co-efficient
suggests that Scotland’s distribution of income has become more unequal
each year since 2004/05.5 Scotland’s Gini co-efficient has worsened by
one point per annum from an index value of 30 in 2004/05 to 34 for
2008/09.

However, strictly speaking, according to the Scottish government
criterion, income inequality has neither reduced nor increased in Scotland
in recent years. According to the solidarity target, income inequality is
increasing if the income share of the poorest 30 per cent falls by one per-
centage point or more (or if total income falls). Income inequality is improv-
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ing if the same group increases its share of income by one percentage
point (and total income does not fall). These targets are set against a
baseline for 2006/07, when the poorest 30 per cent of individuals in
Scotland shared only 14 per cent of income. Although the income share
of this group has fallen since 2006/07, it has not fallen below 13 per cent
and thus income inequality is not considered to have increased according
to the definition set for the solidarity target.

It is also significant that the solidarity target focuses on the poorest
30 per cent in Scotland. This includes individuals who would not be
defined as living in income poverty (17 per cent of all individuals using the

Table 6.1:

Gender gap in median weekly gross earnings of full-time and 

part-time employees by occupational group, Scotland, 2009

Full time Part time

Men Women Women Men Women Women 
£ £ as a % £ £ as a %

of men of men

Managers and 
senior officials 753.10 574.90 76% n/a 264.60 n/a

Professional 
occupations 723.90 640.70 89% 240.50 326.00 136

Associate professional 
and technical 555.90 508.30 91% 163.50 256.40 157

Administrative and 
secretarial 394.80 349.50 89% 154.20 179.20 116

Skilled trade 458.30 300.60 66% 186.70 129.40 69

Personal service 384.80 335.80 87% 171.00 180.10 105

Sales and 
customer service 304.90 276.20 91% 115.80 120.80 104

Process, plant and 
machine operatives 421.70 321.60 76% 159.60 155.20 97

Elementary 346.10 258.70 75% 115.90 111.20 96

All occupations 509.90 420.30 82% 143.30 164.20 115

Source: Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, 2010, Table 3.1a, available at 
www.statistics.gov.uk/downloads/theme_labour/ASHE-2009/2009_gor.pdf 

Note: Employees on adult rates whose pay was not affected by absence for the survey period.



Is income inequality reducing? 83

before housing costs relative income poverty measure). Figure 6.4 com-
pares the family work status profile of the poorest 20 per cent and the pro-
file of those in the third bottom decile of the income distribution that is the
additional focus of the solidarity target – ie, those between the 21 per cent
and 30 per cent poorest individuals in Scotland.

In contrast to the focus on the poorest 20 per cent, the Scottish
government’s approach to ‘income inequality’ (with its focus on the poor-
est 30 per cent) significantly alters the target groups. More attention is
paid to low-paid and older (retired and non-working) households and
potentially less attention is paid to workless households, although work-
less households remain the largest populations to be targeted by the sol-
idarity target.

Gender pay gap

Income inequality is measured for households, as a whole. However,
income inequality in Scotland comes in different guises. Most significant of
the income inequalities that exist among the population in Scotland is the
gender pay gap. Regrettably, the gender pay gap has been an ever-pres-
ent feature in earlier editions of Poverty in Scotland. 

Table 6.1 shows that women working in full-time paid employment
earn just over £4 for every £5 that men earn (83 per cent of men’s earn-
ings). Expressed differently, at present levels of pay, women would need
to work almost a 50-hour week to earn the same amount as men work-
ing a 40-hour week in Scotland. A significant gender pay gap for full-time
workers is evident for all occupational groups, with women’s pay falling to
two-thirds of that of men’s for skilled trades.6 The gender pay gap is more
com plex for part-time workers, with inequity being less marked and some
examples of women in some occupations appearing to be paid more than
men.7

The Scottish government notes the complexities of gender pay
gaps, and acknowledges that this gap is narrowing, while remaining
marked – down from 12.4 per cent in 2009 to 11.9 per cent in 2010 for
full-time work.8 Through its Gender Equality Scheme, 2008–2011, 
the Scottish government has detailed a programme of action to tackle
gender income inequality through equal pay and occupational de-
segregation.9
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Key drivers of change for income inequality in Scotland

Employment opportunities

It is widely anticipated that the years ahead will be a period of flux and
adjustment in the Scottish labour market with the loss of public sector
jobs and a consequent structural shift away from public sector employ-
ment. In terms of greater employment opportunities challenging income
inequality, all that can be said with certainty is that it is not at all clear
whether the changing landscape of employment opportunities will reduce,
maintain or exacerbate income inequality in the medium term.

However, at the current time and in the short term, there can be lit-
tle doubt that employment opportunities will not be a major force in tack-
ling income inequality. Seasonally adjusted unemployment in Scotland
rose over the two-year period from 2008 to 2010 from 4.7 per cent to 8.7
per cent (both June– August).10 Although there were signs that unem-
ployment peaked for men in late 2010 (having risen from 5.1 per cent in
2008 to 10 per cent for March–May 2010, it then fell to 9.7 per cent for
June–August), it continued to increase steadily for women, from 4.3 per
cent in 2008 to 7.7 per cent in 2010.

Skill development

Enhancing the skills of those traditionally at greater risk of lower income is
recognised by the Scottish government as one means of tackling income
inequality. In an advanced economy, one key means to achieve this is
through participation in further education and higher education.

Almost 375,000 students were undertaking courses at one of
Scotland’s 43 colleges in 2008/09, with the vast majority of these students
enrolled on programmes which led to a formally recognised qualification (94
per cent of activity).11 More directly, there is evidence of steps being taken
by the Scottish government to provide opportunities for those at greater
risk of finding lower paid work to participate in further education (and hence
enhance their skills). Over 4,000 extra further education places were creat-
ed in 2010/11, specifically for students from Scotland’s most deprived
areas, by £15.3 million of joint investment from the Scottish Funding
Council and European Structural Fund.12 On the other hand, the Scottish
Budget in autumn 2010 reduced funding to the Scottish Funding Council.13
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Recent participation trends are also progressive (Table 6.2). Indeed,
those from the (20 per cent) most deprived areas in Scotland are now
more likely than those outside these areas to be participating in
further/higher education combined. If the number 100 was given to rep-
resent the proportionate share of young people from Scotland’s most
deprived areas going to university or college, then the number 103 repre-
sents their actual share – ie, young people from deprived areas are slight-
ly over-represented in post-school education in Scotland. Indeed, for
further education alone, if the same number 100 was given to represent
the proportionate share of young people from Scotland’s most deprived
areas going to college, then the number 143 represents their actual share
– ie, young people from deprived areas are significantly over-represented
in Scotland’s colleges. The increase in participation of teenage students
from the (20 per cent) most deprived areas has been marked in recent
years.14

However, although trends are ‘progressive’, these are unlikely to
impact on income inequality by 2017 to any significant degree. First and
foremost, participation rates of students from Scotland’s (20 per cent)
most deprived areas remain much lower in higher education, rising to only
64 students per 100 students from non-deprived areas in 2008/09 from
60 students in 2004/05. Indeed, given that graduating from higher edu-
cation is likely to bring greater lifetime financial rewards than graduating
from further education, current participation levels may merely serve to
perpetuate existing patterns of income inequality. 

Second, there are significant variations across Scotland, some of
which are reported in Table 6.2 for 2008/09. For example, while in Angus
86 students from the district’s (20 per cent) most deprived areas partic-
ipate in higher education for every 100 students that should have attend-
ed if children from deprived areas were represented in equal proportion,
in Stirling there are only 38 students from the district’s (20 per cent) most
deprived areas for every 100 students that would have been expected
to attend if children from deprived areas were represented in equal pro-
portion. 

Third, a comparison of headcount and full-time equivalent data sug-
gest that students from the (20 per cent) most deprived areas tend to
spend more time in further education studies and less time in higher edu-
cation studies. 

Fourth, trends for higher education are only ‘relatively’ progressive –
ie, participation in higher education peaked at 37.5 students per 1,000
population in Scotland’s (20 per cent) most deprived areas in 2005/06
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Table 6.2:

Participation in further and higher education in Scotland, by

deprived area status, 2004/05 to 2008/09

Ratio of most to least deprived

2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09

Participation in further and high education

Scotland, FTE - 0.87 0.89 0.92 0.96

Scotland, headcount 0.92 0.93 0.97 1.01 1.03

Scottish Borders, headcount - - - - 1.18

Angus, headcount - - - - 1.33

Aberdeenshire, headcount - - - - 1.17

Stirling, headcount - - - - 0.81

East Renfrewshire, headcount - - - - 0.80

Participation in further education

Scotland, FTE - 1.60 1.62 1.68 1.75

Scotland, headcount 1.24 1.27 1.32 1.38 1.43

Edinburgh, headcount - - - - 1.83

Scottish Borders, headcount - - - - 1.82

Aberdeen City, headcount - - - - 1.79

West Dunbartonshire, headcount - - - - 1.12

Clackmannanshire, headcount - - - - 1.10

North Lanarkshire, headcount - - - - 1.08

Participation in higher education

Scotland, headcount 0.60 0.61 0.61 0.63 0.64

Angus, headcount - - - - 0.86

Perth and Kinross, headcount - - - - 0.79

Renfrewshire, headcount - - - - 0.75

East Dunbartonshire, headcount - - - - 0.51

Glasgow, headcount - - - - 0.50

Stirling, headcount - - - - 0.38

Source: Scottish Funding Council, Scottish Participation in Further and Higher Education, 2004/05 to

2008/09, 2010, Tables 2.4.1, 2.4.2, 2.4.3, 3.6.1, 3.6.2, 3.6.3, 4.6.1 and 4.6.2

Notes: 
Headcount = the number of students.

FTE = full-time equivalent students. 

Both measures are important and necessary as not all students attend on a full-time basis.
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(estimates for 2008/09 were 37.2 students per 1,000 population). The
trend is ‘progressive’ only as a result of participation of students from
Scotland’s least deprived areas falling at a greater rate in recent years
(from 62.5 per 1,000 in 2004/05 to 57.9 per 1,000 in 2008/09).15

Occupational pay gaps

Providing opportunities to work and enhancing the skills that will increase
the chances of finding work (and finding better paid work) will only impact
on income inequality if work is sufficiently well paid. At present, work does
not pay well for everyone. Table 6.1 has already demonstrated that
women in full-time employment are less well paid than men. This table
also highlights the scale of the differences in typical pay across occupa-
tional groups. For example, men working in ‘sales and customer service’
in Scotland are typically paid £306 per week; men in ‘professional occu-
pations’ are paid more than double this amount (£719 per week).
Incidentally, the typical weekly pay for a man in ‘sales and customer serv-
ice’ is well below the poverty threshold for a couple with two children aged
five and 11 (Table 3.2). Such families would be reliant either on the state
to lift them out of poverty (eg, through child benefit or tax credits) or on a
second household income. 

In recent years, public ire at variations in occupational pay has
increasingly been directed at executive-level pay and the excessive finan-
cial packages that stretch pay inequality by increasing pay at the upper
extreme. However, there has also been growing recognition among the
anti-poverty sector that low pay is a significant problem in its own right.
The Scottish Living Wage Campaign seeks to address this problem and
presents evidence that (in 2008) over 370,000 workers in Scotland were
low paid, 43 per cent of low-paid workers were women in part-time jobs,
while young men in full-time jobs were more likely than young women in
full-time jobs to be low paid.16

A ‘living wage’ in 2010 was defined as £7.15 per hour. The Scottish
government’s own analysis on the impact of introducing a ‘living wage’ for
low-paid workers in the public sector suggests that it would ‘not have a
significant impact on the proportion of income accruing to households in
the bottom three income deciles’.17 However, while it is estimated that
raising the amount of the national minimum wage (from October 2010,
£5.93 per hour for workers aged 21 and over and £4.92 per hour for those
aged 18–20) to a living wage (£7.15 per hour in 201018) would increase
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the take-home pay of a lone parent with a child aged under five living in
local authority accommodation by ‘only’ 5 per cent, it could be argued
that ‘only’ 5 per cent would be a significant increase for these households.
In other words, this same data suggests that significant increases in
income for those earning the least would accrue from a living wage.

Tangible steps have been taken to tackle low pay in Scotland in
recent years. The longstanding agreement to commit to gender pay
equality (through single status) has been followed in Scottish local gov-
ernment by practical steps to revalue competencies previously underval-
ued through job evaluation, although there are concerns that this is too
often done on the basis of ‘levelling down’ rather than ‘levelling up’.19

Announcements in the Scottish Budget of autumn 2010 of the govern-
ment’s intention to freeze public sector pay were also tempered with some
measures in place to protect the incomes of the lowest paid.20

Although far from welcome, the current financial climate seems to
afford an opportunity to make tentative steps toward greater equality in
pay. Regrettably, this may only be achieved by maintaining the income of
the lowest paid and allowing the income of middle-to-high earners (on
aggregate) to fall. Whether these adjustments will be sustained as the
economy recovers is less clear. It may be more of a temporary austerity
measure, rather than a concerted attempt to rebalance the value of under-
paid work to ensure a future Scotland with less income inequality.

Welfare benefit entitlement and take-up

The UK White Paper of November 2010 that gave notice of the Welfare
Reform Bill outlined proposals for far-reaching changes to the welfare ben-
efits system.21 The changes that were proposed were not well received by
anti-poverty campaigners, coming as they did on the back of Budget and
Comprehensive Spending Review cuts to the social security budget
totalling £18 billion. Notwithstanding the difficulties these changes will
present to the most financially vulnerable, the government suggests that
proposed simplifications to the benefits system could offer the means to
tackle one of the most persistent and perplexing problems that exacer-
bates income inequality – low take-up of welfare benefits.

The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) estimates that, for
the UK as a whole, there was between £6,930 million and £12,700 million
worth of unclaimed income-related benefits in 2008/09, a take-up rate of
between 75 per cent and 85 per cent. Despite many local initiatives to
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increase take-up, the DWP’s lower estimate suggests that take-up may
have fallen from 77 per cent in 2007/08 to 75 per cent in 2008/09.22

Scotland is not immune from this low take-up. The same DWP esti-
mates suggest that Scotland’s share of entitled non-recipients of income-
related benefits in Great Britain is 10 per cent for income support/
income-related employment and support allowance, 8 per cent for both
pension credit and council tax benefit, 7 per cent for housing benefit and
6 per cent for jobseeker’s allowance. Although, on the whole, take-up is
higher in Scotland than in other parts of Britain (for all but income support
and income-related employment and support allowance), Scotland’s
share of entitled non-recipients of income-related benefits is lower than its
share of entitled recipients. Clearly, there is still a significant problem of
non-take-up of welfare benefits in Scotland. This, along with the low finan-
cial value of benefits to which people are entitled, is undoubtedly exacer-
bating income inequality.

Conclusion

Income inequality has been a persistent problem in Scotland. There is no
sign of this inequality lessening and no convincing evidence that, without
significant policy shifts to address low pay, skills gaps, welfare adequacy
and benefit take-up, the key drivers of change will lead to a significant
reduction in income inequality in the years ahead. However, even in a time
of overall pay restraint and labour market ‘restructuring’, it may be possi-
ble to make progress against the solidarity purpose target if sufficient
attention is paid to protecting and increasing the relative share of overall
pay, and wider income distribution, of those in the bottom three deciles. 

Notes
1 See www.scotland.gov.uk/about/scotperforms/purposes/solidarity

2 See note 1

3 Strictly speaking for ‘income inequality’ in the UK, reference to the ‘poorest tenth’

refers to the 10% of households with the lowest household income. As this data

has not been equivalised, a degree of caution is required in interpretation. 

4 Note that this comparison used Scottish government data and compares it with

Eurostat data.

5 See www.scotland.gov.uk/topics/statistics/browse/social-welfare/incomepov

erty/poverty-analysis-0809
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6 Caution is required with this statistic, given that it is based on a low number of

women providing income data.

7 There is a need for cautious interpretation of this data with low returns for all

occupational groupings.

8 Scottish Government, Equal Pay/Closing the Gender Pay Gap, available at

www.scotland.gov.uk/topics/people/equality/18500/13414

9 Scottish Government, Gender Equality Scheme, 2008–2011, 2008

10 Office for National Statistics, Regional Labour Market Summary: seasonally

adjusted, 2010, Webtable 18sa, available at www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/

product.asp?vlnk=8281

11 Scottish Further and Higher Education Funding Council, Scotland’s Colleges: a
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Seven
Who lives in poverty?
John H McKendrick

Summary

• Children are at significantly greater risk of poverty than either working-
age adults or pensioners, with more than one in four of Scotland’s chil-
dren growing up in poverty in 2008/09 (26 per cent), compared with 19
per cent of working-age adults and 11 per cent of pensioners.

• Since 1994/95, Scotland has experienced little change in the overall
number of adults of working age who are living in poverty. After hous-
ing costs, the number has actually risen by 40,000 (7 per cent),
although the risk of poverty is only 1 per cent higher than in 1994/95
due to population increase.

• Lone parents are more than twice as likely to be living in poverty com-
pared with couples with children.

• Gender-based poverty is most marked among people of pensionable
age – 17 per cent of Scotland’s female pensioners are living in pov erty.

• Poverty is unevenly distributed across Scotland. The highest numbers
of people living in poverty are found in Scotland’s largest cities,
although poverty and household income deprivation are also prevalent
in rural Scotland.

This chapter identifies which groups are at particular risk of poverty in
Scotland. The risks of poverty are not spread evenly and, as was discuss -
ed in Chapter 4, there are many causes of poverty, some of which impact
more strongly on particular groups.

Poverty varies across the lifecycle, by family and household type, by
social status and according to where we live. The distribution of poverty
across each of these four domains is considered for different groups of the
population. Children, youth, working-age adults and pensioners are con-
sidered for the lifecycle; lone parents, partnered parents and childless



adults are considered for families and households; work status, gender,
ethnicity and disability are considered for social status; and local authori-
ties and urban/rural areas are considered for place. The aim of the chap-
ter is to provide information on the likelihood of living in poverty among
different groups (risk rate) and on how much of Scotland’s poverty is expe-
rienced by these groups (poverty composition). 

It is important to remember that no group is homogenous and that
real people share characteristics across these groupings that may
increase or reduce the amount of poverty that they encounter. For exam-
ple, although children in lone-parent households are, on the whole, at
greater risk of experiencing poverty than children in two-parent house-
holds (50 per cent of children in lone-parent households are living in
poverty, compared with 24 per cent of children in two-parent households
– see Table 7.2),1 the risk rate of a child experiencing poverty is far lower
in a lone-parent household in which the lone parent works full time, than
it is in a couple household in which both adults do not work and the head
of household is unemployed (21 per cent, compared with 75 per cent –
see Table 7.2). Similarly, it must also be understood that belonging to one
of the groups with a higher at-risk rate of poverty does not in itself cause
poverty. As Chapter 4 explained, poverty is caused by the interaction of
political, social, economic and personal factors. However, some groups in
Scotland are at greater risk of poverty, and this chapter aims to provide
key information on these variations.

Where possible, this chapter uses the Scottish government’s analy-
sis of the Households Below Average Income (HBAI) data series. This pro-
vides a measure of income poverty for children, working-age adults and
pensioners in Scotland.2 More limited data on child poverty and disability
is also drawn from the analysis undertaken by the Scottish government in
the autumn of 2010 to inform the child poverty consultation.3 Where there
is an absence of readily available data for Scotland, reference is made to
the original HBAI data for the UK to describe variation within groups – eg,
to identify which groups of children are at greatest risk of experiencing
poverty in Scot land.4 Although using UK data to understand poverty in
Scotland is not unproblematic, commentary is limited to that data which
is considered to provide insight into poverty in Scotland. Finally, reference
is also made to more broadly based measures of area multiple deprivation
in Scotland. Once again, this data is used carefully, as it does not strictly
describe poverty, but rather communities with high levels of household
deprivation.
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Poverty across the lifecycle

Overview

Projections over the next 25 years suggest that the population of Scotland
will rise (to just over 5.54 million in 2033). Thereafter, the population is pro-
jected to continue rising through until 2048 (5.57 million), before slowly
declining to 5.52 million by 2078.5 This projected growth will reflect an
excess of births over deaths through until 2026 and a net in-migration
flow, with more people migrating to Scotland, than emigrating from it. 

The number of people of working age is expected to increase to
2018 (3.36 million), before falling back to a level in 2033 that is just 2 per
cent higher than in 2008 (3.31 million in 2033, compared with 3.24 million
in 2008). There will be similar trends for children, with their number rising
from 910,000 in 2008 to 920,000 in 2018, before falling steadily to
900,000 in 2033. In contrast, there will be a steady increase in the num-
ber of people of pensionable age (from 1.02 million in 2008 to 1.34 million
in 2033). 

People’s risk of poverty and the particular barriers to escaping that
poverty vary considerably over the lifecycle (Table 7.1). Although children
are at the highest risk of poverty, there are particular problems associated
with each age stage. Many young people continue to face particular dis-
advantage through exclusion from education, employment or training after
school. Least progress has been made in reducing poverty among work-
ing-age adults, while the progress in tackling pensioner poverty may be
undermined by the value of pensions in the years ahead. However, we
should avoid over-simplifying poverty to simple statements of particular
challenges to be faced at a set of discrete life stages – experience of
poverty at one stage in the lifecycle can also have a significant impact on
an individual’s risk of poverty later on. 

Table 7.1 illustrates that the most marked reductions in poverty in
Scotland are for pensioners, while significant, although less dramatic,
reductions are also evident for children. On the other hand, over the same
period, there has been no significant change in the risk of poverty among
working-age adults. These figures demonstrate the impact that policy
interventions can have on rates of poverty; while children and pensioners
have benefited from governments’ anti-poverty targets and strategies,
those of working age have not. 
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Children

Despite significant improvements over time that were discussed in
Chapter 5, children are still at significantly greater risk of poverty than
either working-age adults or pensioners, with more than one in four of
Scotland’s children growing up in poverty in 2008/09 (26 per cent), com-
pared with 19 per cent of working-age adults and 11 per cent of pen-
sioners (Table 7.1). 

However as Table 7.2 shows, the risk of children experiencing
poverty in the UK varies hugely on account of family type, number of sib-
lings, the work status of parents or carers, and the age of the youngest
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Table 7.1:

Age-based variation in populations living in households with below

60 per cent UK median income (after housing costs), including 

self-employed, Scotland, 1994/95 to 2008/09

Year Children Working-age Pensioners All individuals
adults 

% % % %

1994/95 30 18 29 23

1995/96 32 18 31 23

1996/97 33 19 33 25

1997/98 31 18 28 22

1998/99 31 19 27 23

1999/00 32 20 28 24

2000/01 32 22 25 24

2001/02 31 19 24 22

2002/03 27 20 25 23

2003/04 27 18 21 21

2004/05 25 18 16 19

2005/06 24 19 16 20

2006/07 25 18 15 19

2007/08 24 19 16 19

2008/09 26 19 11 19

Source: Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland, 2008/09, 2010, Table A1

Note: Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have

been used in the calculations and the figures refer to income after housing costs.



child. Risk rates are particularly high in lone-parent households (50 per
cent), particularly when that lone parent is not working (75 per cent), in
couple households with part-time (but not full-time) work (60 per cent), in
couple households in which no one works (75 per cent) and in households
with three or more children (40 per cent). 
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Table 7.2:

Variation among children in measures of living in households 

with below 60 per cent median income (after housing costs), 

UK, 2008/09

Risk rate Composition
of children in

low-income households

% %

Family type

Lone parent 50 40

Couple 24 60

Family type and work status

Lone parent, in full-time work 21 4 

Lone parent, in part-time work 29 6 

Lone parent, not working 75 29 

Couple, one or more self-employed 30 11 

Couple, both in full-time work 3 1 

Couple, one in full-time work, one in part-time work 7 5 

Couple, one in full-time work, one not working 29 18 

Couple, one or more in part-time work 60 11 

Couple, both not in work 75 14 

Number of children in household

1 27 25

2 27 40

3 or more 40 35

Age of youngest child in household

Under 5 34 49

5–10 28 27

11–15 29 20

16–18 21 4

Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income, 2008/09, Corporate 
Document Services, 2010, Tables 4.3-4.6.



Higher risks of poverty need to be understood in the context of the
overall numbers of children experiencing poverty in the UK. Thus, it also
important to note that more than one-half of children in poverty live in
households in which an adult is working (57 per cent of children experi-
encing poverty); most children experience poverty in households headed
by a couple (60 per cent); and most child poverty is found in households
with either one or two children (65 per cent) (Table 7.2). Indeed, it is only
when households are classified according to the age of youngest child
that the risk rate and proportionate share of children experiencing pover-
ty coincide – poverty is clearly more likely to be a characteristic feature of
households with very young children (Table 7.2).

Young adults

As poverty data tends to be collected at the level of the household, as
opposed to the individual, young people’s poverty is often concealed by
household circumstances. Disentangling young people’s circumstances
from household circumstances is intriguing. For example, while some young
people must remain in the parental home because they cannot afford to
move, others whose personal income may be adequate, may be classified
as living in poverty on account of their parents’ or carers’ circumstances. 

The primary focus of government concern over young people and
poverty is to reduce the numbers who are described as being not in
education, employment or training (NEET), or the ‘more choices, more
chances’ (MC2) group as they are known in Scotland. Figure 7.1 shows
that following a steady increase in the MC2 group from 1997 to 2001, a
downward trend from 2001 to 2008. However, ominously, the proportion
of Scotland’s 16–19-year-olds who are not in education, training or
employment rose sharply between 2008 and 2009. 

Working-age adults

Adults of working age in contemporary Scotland are no less likely to be
living in poverty than their counterparts in the mid-1990s (Table 7.1). As for
children, risk rates vary among adults of working age and risk rates are
higher in the UK among the youngest adults – 27 per cent of adults with-
out children and 61 per cent of adults with children aged under 25 years
of age are living in poverty (Table 7.3).
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Table 7.3 also shows that being a parent – particularly being a lone parent
– and being in a household with less work, is associated with living in
poverty for adults of working age in the UK (48 per cent of lone parents).
These conclusions are predictable, but the proportion of workless work-
ing-age adults at risk is notable; two-thirds of households with unem-
ployed adults are living in poverty (68 per cent). 

Yet, once again, we must guard against reducing our understanding
of poverty in the UK to the most at-risk groups. More than half of working-
age adults living in poverty are from households without children (57 per
cent), and more than half are living as a couple (52 per cent) either with chil-
dren (31 per cent) or without children (21 per cent). One-half of working-age
adults living in poverty live in households in which at least one adult works
(52 per cent). Similarly, working-age adult poverty is not limited to youth;
almost one-quarter of all working-age adults living in poverty are in their 40s
(23 per cent) and almost one-quarter are in their 50s or older (24 per cent).
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Figure 7.1:

16–19-year-olds not in education, employment or training,

Scotland, 1996 to 2009
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Source for 2004–2009: Scottish Government, drawn from Annual Population Survey, Table 4.1. Data for 
1996–2002 is drawn from the Labour Force Survey. Data for 2003 is drawn from the Annual Scottish Labour
Force Survey (Scottish booster to Labour Force Survey). Data from 2004 is drawn from the new integrated
Annual Population Survey.
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Table 7.3:

Variation among working-age adults in measures of living in 
households with below 60 per cent median income (after housing
costs), UK, 2008/09

Risk rate Composition 

% %

Presence of children in household

None 19 57

Some 26 43

Household composition

Couple, no children 13 21

Lone man, no children 26 22

Lone woman, no children 27 14

Couple, with children 22 31

Lone parent 48 12

Family type and work status

Single/couple, one or more full-time self-employed 23 11

Single/couple, both in full-time work 5 8

Couple, one in full-time work, one in part-time work 6 4

Couple, one in full-time work, one not working 24 14

Single/couple, no full-time, one or more in part-time work 35 16

Workless, one or more aged over 60 34 4

Workless, one or more unemployed 68 13

Workless, other inactive 57 31

Age of adult without with without with

children children children children

16–19 30 61 6 6

20–24 24 – 11 –

25–29 15 32 5 5

30–34 14 26 3 6

35–39 16 24 3 9

40–44 19 23 4 9

45–49 17 18 5 5

50–54 17 22 6 3

55 and over 19 27 13 2

Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income, 2008/09, Corporate 
Document Services, 2010, Tables 5.4, 5.5, 5.7 and 5.8

Notes: 
1. Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. 
2. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have been used in the calculations and the figures refer to 
2. income after housing costs.

98 Poverty in Scotland 2011



Pensioners

In the five years between 1996/97 and 2001/02, Scotland experienced a
significant reduction in the number of pensioners living in poverty. Current
data suggests that there has been another marked reduction in the num-
ber of pensioners living in poverty between 2007/08 and 2008/09. Indeed,
the latest data from the Scottish government suggests that pensioners are
now less likely than adults of working age to experience poverty in
Scotland (Table 7.1). 

Families and households

Overview

In addition to demographic population change, social changes also alter the
shape of the households in which we live. Among the most significant
socio-population changes over the last few decades have been: a decrease
in family size; a decline in the number of couples who marry; more children
being born outside marriage, the majority to cohabiting couples; an in -
creased divorce rate; and growth in the number of lone-parent households.

The number of adults living on their own in Scotland is expected to
increase by almost 50 per cent from 840,790 in 2008 (36 per cent of all
households) to over 1.25 million by 2033 (45 per cent of all households).
The number of lone-parent households is also projected to rise from
162,880 households in 2008 to over 237,680 households in 2033, while
households containing two or more adults with children is expected to fall
from 433,420 (19 per cent of all households) in 2008 to 314,970 in 2033
(11 per cent).6

Lone parents

The routes into lone parenthood are many and the characteristics of lone-
parent families are varied. There are more than 160,000 lone parents with
dependent children in Scotland, more than one-quarter of all family house-
holds (27.3 per cent).7 However, lone parenthood is often not a permanent
status, but is rather a stage in family life lasting on average around five and
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a half years.8 It has been estimated that one-third to one-half of all children
in Scotland will spend some time in a lone-parent family.9 The vast major-
ity of lone parents are women (confirming common understanding), but
often the reality of lone parenthood is at odds with some popular percep-
tions, with most lone parents having previously been married and the
median age of lone parents being 36 (contrasting the image of lone par-
ents as single young mums).10 At any point in time, less than 3 per cent
of lone parents are teenagers and only 15 per cent have never lived with
the father of their child.11

Lone parents are disproportionately represented among families
experiencing poverty in the UK. They are more than twice as likely to be
poor compared with couples with children (Table 7.3). One-half of lone-
parent households are living in poverty (48 per cent). Indeed, Scottish-
level data suggests that the risk of poverty in lone-parent households
might even be greater than the HBAI data suggests for the UK.12 The
Scottish government’s recent analysis of relative poverty across Scottish
local authorities estimated, using before housing costs data, that 41 per
cent of lone-parent households were living in relative poverty, compared
with 12 per cent of small two-parent family households and 14 per cent
of large two-parent family households. In this analysis, lone-parent house-
holds had the highest risk of poverty among all household types (the risk
rate for single-pensioner households was 36 per cent and it was 24 per
cent for single-adult households).

Partnered parents

Although lone-parent households are more likely to experience poverty
(Table 7.3), the poverty experienced in two-parent households must not
be overlooked. For example, poverty is experienced in one in every five
two-parent households in the UK (Table 7.3). Furthermore, almost one-
third of the adults living in poverty in the UK are from two-parent house-
holds (31 per cent) – approaching three times the number of adults living
in poverty in lone-parent households (12 per cent) (Table 7.3). Thus,
although the risk rate of poverty is higher for lone parenthood, there is
more poverty in two-parent households in the UK.
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Social status

Patterns of poverty are not only determined by the stage in life which we
are at, or our family status. Cross-cutting these factors are a range of social
factors, which are associated with the likelihood of living in poverty. Sig -
nificant here is the impact of work status, gender, ethnicity and disability. 

Workers/non-workers 

Those in work in the UK are less likely to face poverty. Unsurprisingly, the
risk of poverty is lower for households which are ‘work-rich’ (all adults
working) than for households which are ‘work-poor’ (no-earner couples or
for couples where part-time work is the only experience) (Table 7.3). Half
of the households with adults of working age who are living in poverty are
without work (48 per cent), with the risk rate of poverty being even more
marked (at 68 per cent) for households in which the head of the house-
hold is unemployed (Table 7.3). However, these observations should not
be taken to imply that poverty is absent from households with work. After
all, half of adults of working age who are living in poverty in the UK are
from households with work (52 per cent). This poverty is spread across a
range of household types (defined by work status), with a significant pro-
portion of ‘all households in poverty made up of adults of working age’
being of the self-employed (11 per cent); where one of a couple is work-
ing full time and the other is not working (14 per cent); and where no one
is engaged in full-time work, but one or more adults is engaged in part-
time work (16 per cent). It is also significant to note that a number of adults
experiencing poverty in the UK reside in households in which all adults are
engaged in full-time work (8 per cent). Adult poverty is not solely a result
of worklessness (entry into the labour market does not guarantee a route
out of poverty).

Gender

In the UK, more women live in poverty than men, with a greater difference
in the risk rate between men and women evident in the later years (Table
7.4); women of pensionable age are more likely than men of pensionable
age to live in poverty (17 per cent, compared with 14 per cent). The dif-
ference in risk rate between men and women (Table 7.4), allied to the fact
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that women live to a longer age than men, come together to create a sit-
uation where women comprise two-thirds of people of pensionable age
who live in poverty in the UK (Table 7.4). For far too many women, later life
is one that is characterised by poverty.

Disability

As Table 7.5 shows, in the UK, the risk rate of poverty is broadly compa-
rable between disabled pensioners and non-disabled pensioners (15 per
cent, compared with 17 per cent). Indeed, the risk rate of poverty is
greater among non-disabled pensioners than disabled pensioners. In con-
trast, disability is associated with a higher risk of poverty among children
(36 per cent of disabled children, compared with 30 per cent of non-dis-
abled children) and adults of working age (33 per cent, compared with 20
per cent of non-disabled adults). 

Scottish government analysis of the HBAI dataset demonstrates
that disability increases children’s risk of poverty.13 Based on a before
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Table 7.4:

Gender variation in living in households with below 60 per cent of

median income (after housing costs), UK, 2008/09

Risk rate Composition of 
low-income households

% %

Adults by gender and children, individuals

Men 19 33

Women 21 38

Children 30 29

Pensioners, individuals

Men 14 33

Women 17 67

Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income, 2008/09, Corporate  
Document Services, 2010, Tables 3.3, 3.5, 6.3 and 6.5

Notes:
1. Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. 
2. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have been used in the calculations and the figures refer to 
2. income after housing costs.



Table 7.5:

Variation by disability in living in households with below 60 per

cent of median income (after housing costs), UK, 2008/09

Risk rate Composition of 
low-income households

% %

Disability, whole population (by age stage)

Disabled children 36 2

Disabled working-age adults 33 12

Disabled pensioners 15 8

Non-disabled children 30 27

Non-disabled working-age adults 20 45

Non-disabled pensioners 17 8

Disability, children (by household composition)

No disabled adults, no disabled child 28 71

No disabled adults, 1 or more disabled child 35 8

1 or more disabled adults, no disabled child 40 16

1 or more disabled adults, 1 or more disabled child 42 6

Disability, adults of working age (by household composition)

No disabled adults, no disabled child 19 71

No disabled adults, 1 or more disabled child 28 3

1 or more disabled adults, no disabled child 29 25

1 or more disabled adults, 1 or more disabled child 38 2

Disability, pensioners (by household composition)

No disabled pensioners 17 47

1 or more disabled pensioners 15 53

Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income, 2008/09, Corporate 
Document Services, 2010, Tables 3.3, 3.5, 4.3, 4.5, 5.6, 5.9, 6.3 and 6.5

Notes:
1. Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. 
2. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have been used in the calculations and the figures refer to 
2. income after housing costs.
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housing costs analysis, more than one in three children who live with a dis-
abled adult in Scotland live in poverty (35 per cent, compared with 19 per
cent of children who do not live with a disabled adult). Similarly, one in four
families with disabled children in Scotland live in poverty (26 per cent,
compared with 19 per cent of families with non-disabled children).



Ethnicity

Information about minority ethnic populations in Scotland is still scarce.
The paucity of data is significant, particularly given the small numbers of
minority ethnic populations in Scotland and the very different histories of
ethnic integration and immigration in Scotland and the rest of the UK. To
ensure that the sample size is sufficient to make robust estimates in
Scotland would require the use of minority ethnic groupings that lack cul-
tural coherency and the use of longer time-series data to verify accuracy.
Scottish government analysis shows that the risk of poverty was greater
among minority ethnic groups from 2002/03 to 2008/09.14 Compared
with 21 per cent of children from White ethnic groups, the risk of poverty
was 40 per cent for children in Asian households and 34 per cent for chil-
dren in households of ‘Other ethnic groups’.

Data on the risk rate of poverty and composition of people experi-
encing poverty by ethnic background is available for the UK. Here, we find
a higher risk rate of poverty among those of minority ethnic origin at each
life stage (Table 7.6). For example, pensioners who are of minority ethnic
origin are much more likely to be living in poverty, compared with those of
White ethnic origin (49 per cent for Bangladeshi/Pakistani pensioners,
com pared with 17 per cent). However, it is important not to over-gener-
alise the experience of poverty among minority ethnic groups. Half of
adults of working age (56 per cent) and two-thirds of children (66 per cent)
of Pakistani/Bangladeshi ethnic origin are living in poverty, compared with
around one-quarter of adults of working age (26 per cent) and one-third
of children (36 per cent) of Indian ethnic origin. Furthermore, given the very
different histories and scale of minority ethnic immigration to Scotland, it
cannot be assumed that these UK patterns pertain to Scotland. 

Place

Local authorities

Glasgow has more than its fair share of Scotland’s poverty (Table 7.7). One-
quarter of households in Glasgow were judged to be income deprived in
the last Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (25.7 per cent) and a similar
proportion of the city’s households were judged to be living in poverty when
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Table 7.6:

Variation by ethnic group in living in households with below 60 per

cent of median income, after housing costs, UK, 2008/09

Risk rate Composition by ethnic group

in low-income households

% %

Whole population (ethnicity based on adult head of household)

White 20 82

Mixed 35 1

Asian or Asian British 43 9

Of which, Indian (29) (3)

Of which, Pakistani/Bangladeshi (60) (5)

Black or Black British 41 5

Chinese or other ethnic group 37 2

Children (ethnicity based on adult head of household)

White 27 77

Mixed 41 1

Asian or Asian British 54 12

Of which, Indian (36) (3)

Of which, Pakistani/Bangladeshi (66) (8)

Black or Black British 50 6

Chinese or other ethnic group 46 2

Adults of working age (ethnicity based on adult head of household)

White 19 82

Mixed 34 1

Asian or Asian British 39 9

Of which, Indian (26) (3)

Of which, Pakistani/Bangladeshi (56) (5)

Black or Black British 37 5

Chinese or other ethnic group 34 3

Pensioners

White 17 93

Mixed – 0

Asian or Asian British 35 3

Of which, Indian (31) (2)

Of which, Pakistani/Bangladeshi (49) (2)

Black or Black British 31 2

Chinese or other ethnic group 30 1
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Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income, 2008/09, Corporate
Document Services, 2010, Tables 3.3, 3.5, 4.3, 4.5, 5.5, 5.8, 6.3 and 6.5

Notes:
1. Figures are derived from the Family Resources Survey. 
2. The modified OECD equivalisation scales have been used in the calculations and the figures refer to 
2. income after housing costs. 
3. The data is based on three-year averages.
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the Scottish government used the Scottish Household Survey to estimate
local rates of poverty in Scotland (23 per cent).15 The more broadly based
idea of multiple deprivation also shows that Glasgow’s problems are high-
ly concentrated; approaching one-half of small areas in Glasgow are found
to be among the 15 per cent most deprived areas in Scotland (43.5 per
cent), with almost one-quarter of small areas in Glasgow being among the
5 per cent most deprived areas in Scotland (22.8 per cent). Almost one in
three of Scotland’s most deprived areas are found in Glasgow alone (30.9
per cent). Although there has been a significant reduction in Glasgow’s
share of the area deprivation concentration since 2004, Glasgow still has a
disproportionate share of Scotland’s most deprived areas.

Although poverty and deprivation is most prevalent in the City of
Glasgow, Glasgow’s neighbouring authorities of West Dunbarton shire,
Inverclyde, North Lanarkshire, Renfrewshire and South Lanarkshire are
among those in Scotland with the highest rates of income poverty and
household poverty. Further exacerbating West Coast poverty are the high
rates of poverty evident in North and East Ayrshire. Clackmannanshire and
the City of Dundee are the only local authorities from the east coast of
Scotland to feature prominently in the ‘league table’ of the local authori-
ties with more of Scotland’s poverty and income deprivation.

It is important to identify the parts of Scotland in which rates of
poverty are most prevalent. However, sight must not be lost of local
authorities with better than average rates of poverty, but in which reside
sizeable numbers of people living in poverty.16 For example, more people
are income deprived in Edinburgh (55,900) and Fife (51,450) than in every
other authority in Scotland except for Glasgow and North Lanarkshire.
The City of Aberdeen and Highland are also authorities with relatively fav -
our able rates of poverty and income deprivation, but high numbers of
people experiencing these conditions – eg, with 22,170 and 27,250,
respectively, of income-deprived people living in these areas.

The over-concentration of Scotland’s most deprived areas in the
City of Glasgow (referred to previously) also results in the virtual absence
of ‘deprived areas’ in more rural authorities. For example, while 7.9 per



Table 7.7:

Estimates of area-based poverty in Scottish local authorities for

population (2005–2008) and deprived data zones (2009)

Population National Local share of deprived 
share of areas (data zones) in each 
deprived local authority area

areas

Local authority % % 15% 5% 10% 15%
income households most most most most

deprived in relative deprived deprived deprived deprived
poverty data areas areas areas 

zones
% %

Glasgow City 25.7 23 30.9 22.8 34.9 43.5

West Dunbartonshire 21.3 20 03.2 05.9 15.3 26.3

Inverclyde 20.6 21 04.3 15.5 30.9 38.2

Dundee City 20.4 24 05.5 10.1 22.3 30.2

North Ayrshire 19.2 23 04.4 05.6 14.5 24.0

East Ayrshire 18.2 18 02.8 06.5 13.0 17.5

North Lanarkshire 18.2 20 09.1 05.0 11.7 21.3

Clackmannanshire 16.3 18 01.2 03.1 10.9 18.8

Renfrewshire 15.9 17 04.4 05.6 13.6 20.1

South Lanarkshire 15.2 20 05.9 02.3 08.0 14.6

Eilean Siar 15.1 25 0 0 0 0

SCOTLAND 15.1 19

South Ayrshire 15.0 22 01.8 04.1 06.1 12.2

West Lothian 14.4 16 01.9 0 02.8 09.0

Dumfries and Galloway 14.3 22 01.1 01.6 04.7 5.7

Fife 14.3 21 05.2 01.8 06.2 11.3

Falkirk 13.9 20 01.7 01.5 05.6 08.6

Angus 12.8 20 00.6 0 01.4 04.2

Midlothian 12.6 16 00.4 0 00.9 03.6

Highland 12.5 17 01.6 01.4 03.1 05.5

Argyll and Bute 12.3 20 01.0 01.6 05.7 08.2

Edinburgh City 11.9 19 06.1 04.0 07.7 10.9

Scottish Borders 11.4 18 00.5 0 01.5 03.8

East Lothian 11.3 20 00.3 0 0 02.5

Moray 11.2 21 00.1 0 0 00.9

Stirling 11.1 18 00.7 02.7 04.5 06.4

Aberdeen City 10.6 15 02.9 01.9 05.2 10.5
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Orkney Islands 10.3 21 0 0 0 0

Perth and Kinross 9.9 16 00.6 01.1 02.3 03.4

East Renfrewshire 8.9 14 00.5 00.8 00.8 04.2

East Dunbartonshire 8.5 16 00.4 00.8 01.6 03.1

Shetland Islands 8.5 15 0 0 0 0

Aberdeenshire 7.9 16 00.4 00.3 00.7 01.3

Source: Scottish Government, Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 2009, 2009, Tables 3.1 to 3.4 and 
Scottish Government, Relative Poverty in Scottish Local Authorities, 2010, Table 3

Notes
1. Estimate by Scottish government using Scottish Household Survey data for 2005-2008, before 
1. housing costs.
2. The Scottish Household Survey data used by the Scottish government to provide an estimate of the 
1. proportion of the population living in relative poverty has the status of ‘data being developed’ and should 
1. be used with caution (particularly for local authorities with a small sample in the Survey).
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cent of Aberdeenshire’s households are ‘income deprived’, only 1.3 per
cent of Aberdeenshire’s small areas are among Scotland’s 15 per cent
most deprived areas (Table 7.7). The dispersion of deprivation and pov -
erty is most striking for Eilean Siar. Although the proportion of the income
deprived in Eilean Siar is at the average for Scotland (15.1 per cent), none
of Scotland’s 15 per cent most deprived areas are found in this authority.

The poverty of place also cannot be reduced to discrete macro-
geographies of affluence and poverty. Although a disproportionate share
of Scotland’s poverty is found in the City of Glasgow and neighbouring
authorities, these swathes of poverty sit alongside East Dunbartonshire
and East Renfrewshire, two of the authorities in Scotland in which pover-
ty and income deprivation is least prevalent – less than one in 10 working-
age adults are income deprived in these authorities, compared with one in
four in the City of Glasgow.

Urban and rural

As the discussion of poverty across Scotland’s local authorities empha-
sises, poverty is most prevalent in urban settings. Table 7.8 reports that
almost half of Scotland’s 779,250 income-deprived population live in large
urban areas (45.8 per cent) and more than one-quarter live in smaller
urban areas (30.8 per cent). 

However, the urban basis of Scotland’s poverty should not disguise
the fact that poverty is also prevalent in rural Scotland. Almost 100,000



people in rural Scotland are income deprived, amounting to one in 10 of
the rural population. Chapter 18 explores the phenomenon of rural pover-
ty in more detail. Sight must also not be lost of the fact that more than two
of every five of Scotland’s poor live between the extremes of city and
country (in small towns and other urban areas).

Conclusion 

This chapter has highlighted how the risk of poverty for people in Scotland
is related to their age, the kinds of households in which they live, their social
status and the places where they live. Marked and important variations are
apparent depending on these factors. However, it is also clear that poverty
impacts on people to a greater or lesser extent regardless of how old they
are, who they live with, their gender, ethnicity, work status or geographical
location. It is, therefore, important to examine risk of poverty alongside the
overall proportion of the population who make up these different groups and
places – the people and places with the highest risk of poverty do not nec-
essarily account for the greatest numbers of people living in poverty. 

Notes
1 Although this poverty gap has reduced since the first edition of In Poverty in

Scotland 2007 (from 28% to 26%), lone parents’ risk of poverty has actually
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Table 7.8:

Income deprivation in urban and rural areas, Scotland, 2009

Year No. of income- % of population  % of income-
deprived who are deprived people 

income-deprived in 15% most 
deprived areas

Large urban 357,300 18 50

Other urban 240,380 15 30

Accessible small towns 60,830 13 14

Remote small towns 26,820 14 16

Accessible rural 57,770 9 5

Remote rural 36,140 11 4

SCOTLAND 779,250 15 34 

Source: Scottish Government, Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 2009, 2009, Table 3.7



increased (from 48% to 50%). The improvement is only ‘relative’, as the risk of

living in poverty has increased at a greater rate for children in two-parent fami-

lies over the same period (from 20% to 24%).

2 Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland, 2008/09,

2010

3 Scottish Government, Child Poverty in Scotland: a brief overview of the evi-

dence, 2010

4 Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below Average Income,

2008/09, Corporate Document Services, 2010

5 Registrar General for Scotland, Projected Population of Scotland, 2008-based,

2009

6 See note 5

7 See note 5

8 One Parent Families Scotland, One Parent Families: a profile, 2009, available at

www.opfs.org.uk/files/one-parent-families_a-profile_2009.pdf

9 See note 8 

10 See note 8 

11 See note 8 

12 Scottish Government, Relative Poverty Across Scottish Local Authorities, 2010,

Figure 3. The Scottish Household Survey-based estimate (before housing costs)

of 41% compares to a before housing costs estimate of 33% for lone-parent

households in the UK

13 See note 3, p10

14 See note 3, p3

15 Note that these Scottish Household Survey-based estimates of poverty are cal-

culated using a before housing costs measure.

16 Scottish Government, Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 2009, 2010, Table 5.1
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Eight
What is life like for people 
experiencing poverty?
John H McKendrick

Summary

• Some aspects of financial wellbeing have improved for low-income
households in recent years, although the gap between low-income and
high-income households remains marked.

• Exposure to the risk of fuel poverty is highly skewed by household
income, with virtually all households with the lowest income experienc-
ing fuel poverty, in contrast to virtually none of the highest earning
households.

• For both adults and children, living on a low income is associated with
lower levels of mental wellbeing. Similarly, it is associated with shorter
lives and more years with ill health.

• It is problematic to ‘blame the poor’ for adverse health outcomes, with
living on a low income sometimes being associated with more positive
health behaviours – eg, lower levels of alcohol consumption.

• Living in a deprived area is generally associated with less neighbour-
hood satisfaction, although there is a slightly higher level of satisfaction
with public transport services.

• Children from deprived areas are consistently reported to have poorer
access to local opportunities for safe play and to participate in fewer
activities, compared with children living beyond these areas.

Introduction

This chapter considers the experience of living in poverty in contemporary
Scotland, one of the wealthiest countries in the world. It focuses on the
here and now. It does not speculate on the long-term consequences of liv-



ing in poverty, or claim that people currently experiencing poverty will be
forevermore condemned to a life of adversity. The chapter only draws on
quantitative data. Numbers cannot fully capture the reality of what life is like
for people living in poverty. In particular, the numbers that are available to
us are unable to tell us what people think or how people experiencing
poverty make sense of this condition. However, numbers are not without
value. Quantitative evidence enables us to understand how some negative
consequences of poverty are broadly experienced in Scotland. The expe-
rience of low income and deprivation in Scotland is described in terms of
financial wellbeing, health, community life and children’s leisure lives. 

The chapter draws on household income data and data comparing
people living in and beyond multiply deprived areas. Without identification
of the point at which low income reflects poverty for different household
types, distribution of household income data does not measure poverty.
Similarly, living in a multiply deprived area does not imply living in poverty
(nor does living outside a multiply deprived area imply an absence of
poverty). Care is taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in
Scotland.

Financial wellbeing

‘Poverty is being skint.’1

For people living on a low income, a lack of money leads to a fragile exis-
tence that involves the threat of falling into debt, being forced to choose
between one necessity and another, going without, being caught fre-
quently in a cycle of ‘dead-end’ jobs, and being unable to save money.

National survey data reinforces these observations. Although more
people from low-income households report that they ‘manage financially
well’ than not (34 per cent, compared with 22 per cent of those house-
holds with an annual net income of less than £10,000), it is much more
likely that those in Scotland who report that they are not managing their
finances well are from low-income households (the 22 per cent compares
with only 4 per cent of those in households with more than £30,000 annu-
al net income).2

The Scottish government has been active in promoting financial
inclusion and there has been significant progress in accessing the means
of financial management in recent years. In Poverty in Scotland 2007, we
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reported that 81 per cent of those from households with the lowest annu-
al net income (less than £10,000 per annum) had a bank or building soci-
ety account.3 Just four years on, and only 2 per cent of these households
are without someone who has a bank, building society, credit union or
Post Office card account (see Table 8.1). However, there are differences in
the financial products to which households have access, with those on
higher incomes being almost three times as likely to have access to a
building society account, while those on the lowest incomes are four times
as likely to have a Post Office card account (Table 8.1). There is also a geo-
graphical expression to this, with one in five households in Scotland’s most
deprived areas not having access to a bank account. Credit unions are
also more likely to be used in Scotland’s most deprived areas, although
their generally lower uptake among low-income households poses the
question of whether or not higher uptake in deprived areas reflects uptake
among the higher income households living in these areas (Table 8.1).

A similar pattern of response is found to having any savings or
investments – more low-income households in 2011 than in 2007 report
that they have savings or investments, but there are still fewer low- than
high-income households with savings or investments in 2011. As Table
8.1 shows, households with the lowest annual net income are three times
as likely not to have savings or investments (36 per cent of those with an
annual income of less than £10,000, compared with 12 per cent of those
with an annual income of £30,000 or above). Thus, an unacceptable and
disproportionate share of low-income households in Scotland do not have
the financial means which lend themselves towards stability and which
enable them to fend off unforeseen financial crises.

Living on a low income is also associated with less ready access to
those resources which are important to participate fully in contemporary
Scotland, including accessing the world of work. As Table 8.2 shows,
households in Scotland with the lowest net income are most likely not to
have home internet access, home broadband access and access to a car
for private use. Thus, the majority of households with an annual net
income of less than £6,000 do not have access to a car for private use
(57 per cent) compared with a tiny minority of households with an annual
income of over £40,000 (2 per cent). Similar proportions also do not have
access to the internet at home (58 per cent, compared with 3 per cent),
or do not have home broadband internet access (60 per cent, compared
with 5 per cent). Consumption that is pertinent to accessing the world of
work does throw a consistent ‘glitch’ at the lower end of the household
income scale in that those on the very lowest income (£0 – £6,000 per

What is life like for people experiencing poverty? 113



114 Poverty in Scotland 2011

Table 8.1:

Financial resources by net annual household income and 

deprivation area status, Scotland, 2009

% % % % % % %

Respondent or partner has bank or building society account

Bank 87 90 94 96 82 92 91

Building society 13 17 23 35 10 24 22

Credit union 1 2 3 4 4 2 2

Post Office card 13 9 4 3 14 6 7

None 2 1 1 0 4 1 1

Refused to say 2 2 3 2 4 3 3

Base 1,792 3,458 2,096 2,595 1,339 8,937 10,276

Respondent or partner has any savings or investments

Yes 50 56 64 74 61

No 36 32 23 12 26

Refused to say 11 11 12 12 11

Don’t know 3 1 1 1 2

Base 9,965

Source: Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish Household Survey, 
Scottish Government, 2010, Figure 6.4 and Table 6.12

Notes: 
1. Without identification of the point at which low income reflects poverty, distribution of household income 
1. data does not measure poverty. Furthermore, the income data presented in this table is not equivalised.
1. Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in Scotland.
2. Living in a multiply deprived area does not imply living in poverty (nor does living outside a multiply 
1. deprived area imply an absence of poverty). Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing
1. poverty in Scotland.
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annum) have higher consumption than those with a ‘slightly higher’ low
income (£6,001 to £10,000).4

Trend data also suggests some complexities. While access to a car
has grown for those with the very lowest household incomes (from 35 per
cent in 2007 to 43 per cent for those with less than £6,000 per annum),
car ownership has fallen for many other low-income households over the



Table 8.2:

Aspects of consumption by annual household income, Scotland,

2009

% % % % % % % % %

Cars available for private use

Yes 43 39 48 67 83 89 95 98 70

No 57 61 52 33 17 11 5 2 30

Base 702 1,810 2,667 2,073 1,576 1,274 1,804 1,765 1,3671

Home internet access

Yes 42 34 44 62 78 84 91 97 66

No 58 66 55 38 22 16 9 3 34

Base 555 1,435 2,074 1,604 1,228 966 1,392 1,366 1,0620

Home broadband internet access

Yes 39 31 42 58 74 80 89 95 63

No 60 68 58 42 25 19 10 5 37

Base 555 1,435 2,074 1,604 1,228 966 1,392 1,366 1,0620

Source: Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish Household Survey, 
Scottish Government, 2010, Tables 8.2, 9.6 and 9.9

Note: Without identification of the point at which low income reflects poverty, distribution of household 
income data does not measure poverty. Furthermore, the income data presented in this table is not 
equivalised. Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in Scotland.
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same period (those earning between £10,001 and £25,000 are now less
likely to report that they can access a car for private use). Indeed, there is
now a minority of car owners in the income band £10,001 to £15,000 (48
per cent in 2009, compared with 55 per cent in 2003/04).5 As might be
expected given the emerging technology, home internet access has
grown for all income groups in Scotland, with the highest rates of growth
between 2007 and 2011 evident for low-income households, as owner-
ship reaches saturation point for the higher income households.

If we step back to consider the basic necessities of existence, we
find unacceptable deprivations among Scotland’s poorest people. As
Table 8.3 shows, fuel poverty is almost absent among households in
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Scotland with a net weekly income of over £700. In sharp contrast, almost
all of those with a net weekly income of less than £100 and four-fifths of
those households with a net weekly income of between £100 and £199
experience fuel poverty, as do two in every five households with a net
weekly household income of between £200 and £299.

Financial wellbeing in Scotland will undoubtedly be challenged as
the austerity cuts announced in the autumn of 2010 are introduced.
Although not markedly different from other national regions in the UK,
Scotland will be vulnerable to the proposed welfare reforms, given that the
majority of households in Scotland are in receipt of some form of benefit
(59 per cent) and a significant minority are in receipt of tax credits (14 per
cent) (see Table 8.4). If the contraction in car ownership among Scotland’s
lower to middle income earners between 2007 and 2011 is a sign of finan-
cial stress among this population strata, the proposed tax credit cuts
(which will impact most on this income group) may have a greater impact
on financial stress in Scotland than is envisaged.

Health

‘Your worth is all about money, money, money.’

The problems caused by living on a low income extend far beyond the
ability to consume, with people living in poverty sensing that their worth is
often rated (adversely) on economic terms. Being seen to be poor is to be
seen to be less worthy, and leads to low self-esteem. People living on a
low income experience stigmatisation on account of their poverty, a lack
of emotional and practical support that could be provided by those in
more powerful positions, and a feeling of being unable to participate fully
in one’s community.

Mental wellbeing is, not surprisingly, less than satisfactory among
low-income households in Scotland. Table 8.5 shows evidence of psy-
chological health of adults and children using standard measurement tools
from the Scottish Health Survey. For each measure of mental distress
among adults, and at each income level, more women report mental dis-
tress than men. For example, anxiety is reported by 17 per cent of women
and 10 per cent of men in the households with the highest income; suicide
is reported to have been attempted by 8 per cent of women and 3 per cent
of men in households with ‘average’ income; and depression is reported
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Table 8.3:

Household fuel poverty and extreme fuel poverty by weekly 

household income, Scotland, 2009

Weekly net  Not fuel Fuel Extreme Fuel poverty
household income poor poor fuel poor within

household 
income band

%

Less than £100 1, 2,000 1,81,000 168,000 99

£100 – £199.99 1, 79,000 333,000 121,000 81

£200 – £299.99 1,275,000 195,000 ,35,000 41

£300 – £399.99 1,263,000 1,77,000 ,12,000 23

£400 – £499.99 1,220,000 1,28,000 1,6,000 11

£500 – £699.99 1,345,000 1,38,000 1,1,000 10

£700 or more 1,378,000 1,12,000 1,1,000 3

All Scotland 1,578,000 766,000 242,000 33

Source: S Walker and others, Scottish Housing Condition Survey: key findings for 2009, Scottish 
Government, 2010, Table 24

Notes: 
1. The definition of fuel poverty that is used is that specified by the Scottish Executive in the Fuel Poverty 
1. Statement of 2002. Households are defined as ‘fuel poor’ if they would be required to spend more than 
1. 10% of household income on fuel. Households in extreme fuel poverty would be required to spend more 
1. than 20% of their household income on fuel. 
2. Without identification of the point at which low income reflects poverty, distribution of household income
1. data does not measure poverty. Furthermore, the income data presented in this table is not equivalised. 
1. Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in Scotland.

by 34 per cent of women and 15 per cent of men in the lowest income
households (Table 8.5). More than this, gender differences become most
marked among low-income households – for men, mental health improves
steadily as household income level rises, whereas for women, there is a
sharp difference between women living in households with the very lowest
household income levels (lowest 20 per cent) and all others. 

Gender differences are less marked for children, suggesting that
these may emerge in adulthood or as it is approached in the later years of
childhood. However, mental distress is more prevalent among both young
boys and girls living in low-income households, suggesting that the strains
of living on a low income do not only impair the quality of life of adults. For
example, while the majority of boys aged 4 to 12 in the lowest income
households are judged to have ‘psychological wellbeing’ (83 per cent),
levels are notably lower than their peers from the highest income house-



Table 8.4:

Households receiving different types of benefits by national region

in the UK, 2008/09 

Scotland England Wales Northern UK
Ireland

% % % % %

Working tax credit 5 5 5 7 5

Child tax credit 13 14 15 15 14

Income support 5 5 6 8 5

Pension credit 6 5 6 6 6

Housing benefit 13 11 11 11 11

Council tax benefit 17 15 17 3 15

Retirement pension 25 25 28 21 25

Widows’ benefits – – – – –

Jobseeker’s allowance 2 2 3 2 2

Incapacity benefit 5 3 6 5 4

Severe disablement allowance 1 1 1 1 1

Attendance allowance 3 3 3 3 3

Carer’s allowance 1 1 2 2 1

Disability living allowance
(care component) 7 6 9 10 6

Disability living allowance 
(mobility component) 7 5 9 10 6

Industrial injuries 
disablement benefit – 1 1 1 1

War disablement or war 
widow’s pension – – 1 – –

Child benefit 21 22 24 26 22

On any income-related 
benefit 20 18 21 21 19

On any non-income-related 
benefit 56 57 62 59 57

All in receipt of benefit 59 60 66 62 60

All in receipt of tax credits 14 14 16 17 14

All not in receipt of state 
support 41 40 34 37 40

Sample size 4,869 20,942 1,311 2,285 29,407

Source: S Clay and others, Family Resources Survey 2008/09, Department for Work and Pensions, 2010, 
Table 2.7
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Notes: 
1. There were very few employment and support allowance (ESA) cases in the 2008/09 Family Resources 
1. Survey. Contributory ESA cases are treated as incapacity benefit, and income-related ESA cases as 
1. income support. 
2. Owner-occupiers in Northern Ireland can access a ‘rent rebate’.
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holds (95 per cent have ‘psychological wellbeing’ in households with the
highest income). The overarching conclusion from Table 8.5 is that living
on a low income is associated with higher levels of mental distress. 

Physical health is also affected by living on a low income. Men and
women from less deprived areas live longer and enjoy more years in good
health (see Figure 8.1). The harsh realities of life expectancy statistics and
healthy life expectancy statistics make for unpalatable reading. Men in the
most deprived places in Scotland can expect to spend 10 of their 69 years
in ill health, compared with men in the most affluent places who can
expect to spend under six of their 80 years in ill health. Although women
live longer, they can also expect to spend more years than men in ill
health. Thus, women in the poorest places in Scotland can expect to
spend over 14 of their 76 years in ill health, compared with women in the
most affluent places who can expect to spend just over six of their 83
years in ill health. Indeed, expressed as area statistics, these figures most
probably underestimate the different life experiences and expectancies of
Scotland’s rich, comfortable and poor.

Clearly, deprivation and low income prevent men and women from
enjoying healthy lives. There is a train of thought that would apportion
blame to ‘the poor’ for living an unhealthy life. Indeed, there is some evi-
dence that men and women living in households with the lowest income
are living less healthy lifestyles than those in the most affluent house-
holds.6 However, it is too simplistic to reduce health behaviours to lifestyle
choice and ‘blame the poor’ for three reasons. First, a culture of ‘poor
bash ing’ tends to marginalise the structural barriers and opportunity con-
straints that make it more difficult to live a healthy lifestyle. Second, ‘blam-
ing the poor’ is a wholly inadequate response to the health of children.
Whether or not adult guardians are to ‘blame’ for children’s health condi-
tions should not be used as a reason to absolve from responsibility local
service providers for improving health among children in low-income
households. For example, although evidence suggests that both boys and
girls in low-income households have a poorer quality diet (Table 8.6), it
must be acknowledged that not all of their food consumption is within the
household and that breakfast clubs, school lunches and after-school



Table 8.5:

Mental distress and psychological ill health by household income

groups (quintiles), across age and sex, Scotland, 2008/09

20% lowest Quintile Quintile Quintile 20% highest 
income 2 3 4 income

household household

% % % % %

Adults, depression

Men 15 13 9 7 9
Women 34 19 17 9 10

Adults, anxiety

Men 23 19 11 9 10
Women 32 21 19 17 17

Adults, attempted suicide

Men 10 7 3 1 1
Women 15 5 8 3 1

Psychological wellbeing among children, aged 4 to 12 

Boys, SDQ of 02–13 83 84 92 94 95
Girls, SDQ of 02–13 80 93 91 97 97

Source: J Corbett and others, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, Tables 1.9 and 1.15

Notes: 
1. Without identification of the point at which low income reflects poverty, distribution of household income 
1. data does not measure poverty. Furthermore, the income data presented in this table is not equivalised. 
1. Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in Scotland.
2. The mental health measure of depression used is as follows: Percentage of adults who have a symptom 
1. score of 2 or more on the depression section of the Revised Clinical Interview Schedule. See J Corbett 
1. and others, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, for details.
3. The mental health measure of anxiety used is as follows: Percentage of adults who have a symptom score
1. of 2 or more on the anxiety scale of the Revised Clinical Interview Schedule. See J Corbett and others, 
1. Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, for details.
4. The following question was used in the Scottish Health Survey to record attempted suicide: Have you 
1. ever made an attempt to take your own life, by taking an overdose of tablets or in some other way? See 
1. J Corbett and others, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, for details.
5. The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) was answered by parents on behalf of children 4–12 
1. years. The SDQ comprises 25 questions covering aspects such as consideration, hyperactivity, malaise, 
1. mood, sociability, obedience, anxiety, and unhappiness. These can be condensed into five component 
1. symptom scores corresponding to emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems 
1. and pro-social behaviour, ranging in value from 0 to 10. A total SDQ score (referred to here as a ‘total 
1. deviance score’) was calculated by summing the scores from each domain, with the exception of 
1. pro-social behaviour, ranging from 0 to 40. For each, values can be classified as ‘normal’, ‘borderline’ and 
1. ‘abnormal’.
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clubs each have a role to play in enhancing the quality of children’s diet.
Finally, not all of the evidence suggests that people in low-income house-
holds lead a less healthy life. For example, and in sharp contrast to the
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Source: Scottish Public Health Observatory, Healthy Life Expectancy Deprivation Quintiles, 2010, Tables 1 
and 2, available at www.scotpho.org.uk

Notes: 
1. Uses ‘self-reported health’ as a measure of ill health.
2. Living in a multiply deprived area does not imply living in poverty (nor does living outside a multiply 
1. deprived area imply an absence of poverty). Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when 
1. discussing poverty in Scotland.

Figure 8.1:

Life expectancy and healthy life expectancy by sex and 

deprivation area status, Scotland, 2007/08 
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public persona of people experiencing poverty, consumption of alcohol
above recommended levels is lower for both men and women from low-
income households, with drinking at a level considered to be ‘harmful’



being twice as likely for both men and women in the highest, compared
with the lowest, income households (Table 8.6). 

The complexities of understanding the relationship between low
income and health outcomes is further demonstrated in Table 8.7, which
considers healthy weight issues. Although gender differences are evident
across the income range for both children and adults, there are interest-
ing patterns for low-income households. Thus, while boys from low-
income households are more likely than girls from low-income households
to be overweight (35 per cent, compared with 23 per cent for those from
the 20 per cent lowest income households), women are more likely than
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Table 8.6:

Selected health behaviours by household income groups 

(quintiles), across sex and age, Scotland, 2008/09

20% lowest Quintile Quintile Quintile 20% highest 
income 2 3 4 income

household household

% % % % %

Drinking, men

Non-drinker 20 14 9 6 [4]

Moderate 56 65 60 63 59

Harmful 16 17 24 25 30

Hazardous 9 [5] 7 6 7

Drinking, women

Non-drinker 23 17 12 9 7

Moderate 61 68 69 69 66

Harmful 10 13 16 18 22

Hazardous 6 [3] [3] [4] 4

Diet Quality Index, mean 

Boys 43.6 46.7 47.0 47.6 51.7

Girls 45.3 46.6 47.0 49.2 51.0

Source: J Corbett and others, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, Table 3.3

Notes: 
1. Without identification of the point at which low income reflects poverty, distribution of household income 
1. data does not measure poverty. Furthermore, the income data presented in this table is not equivalised. 
1. Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in Scotland.
2. See J Corbett and others, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010 for details of how 
1. problem drinking was classified. 
3. See J Corbett and others, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010 for details of the 
1. Diet Quality Index.



men to be overweight from the same household income group (56 per
cent of women, compared with 44 per cent of men). At the heart of these
contrasting trends are differences for children from the lowest income
households. Thus, for boys, there is a marked increase in the incidence of
being overweight between those from lowest income households and
highest income households (35 per cent, compared with 30 per cent of
boys from the highest income households), while in contrast for girls, there
is a marked decrease in the risk of being overweight among this group (23
per cent, compared with 29 per cent of girls from the highest income
households). Being underweight is more characteristic of both boys and
girls from the lowest income households, with boys being twice as likely
as those from the highest income households to be underweight (2.2 per
cent, compared with 1 per cent) and girls being four times more likely than
girls from the highest income households (1.6 per cent, compared with
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Table 8.7:

Weight problems, by household income groups (quintiles), across

sex and age, Scotland, 2008/09

20% lowest Quintile Quintile Quintile 20% highest 
income 2 3 4 income

household household

% % % % %

Obesity (central obesity, using waist-hip ratio)

Men 44.1 36.2 32.2 41.7 27.3

Women 56.2 44.3 36.9 35.9 31.4

Overweight

Boys 34.8 29.7 33.0 31.1 30.4

Girls 23.2 31.4 26.3 23.6 29.2

Underweight

Boys 2.2 2.2 1.6 1.3 1.0

Girls 1.6 1.6 3.0 0.7 0.4

Source: J Corbett and others, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, Tables 7.7 and 8.5

Notes: 
1. Without identification of the point at which low income reflects poverty, distribution of household income
1. data does not measure poverty. Furthermore, the income data presented in this table is not equivalised. 
1. Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in Scotland.
2. Waist-hip ratio is a measure of central obesity (abdominal fat). See J Corbett and others, Scottish Health 
1. Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, Table 7.2.4 for details. 
3. BMI is used to estimate under- and overweight for children. See J Corbett and others, Scottish Health 
1. Survey 2009, Scottish Government, 2010, Table 8.2 for details.



0.4 per cent). Taken together, whereas boys from low-income households
are less likely to have a healthy weight than boys from the highest earning
households, the opposite is true for girls.

Community life and environment

‘There is no chance for people like us to make improvements in our lives.’

People experiencing poverty are more likely to be living in deprived areas
with inadequate services and facilities. Their physical environments are
often badly cared for and ‘depressing’, and they are more likely to feel
unsafe in their neighbourhood.

Table 8.8 uses information from the Scottish Household Survey to
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Table 8.8:

Perceptions of personal safety by deprivation area status,

Scotland, 2009

15% most Rest of Scotland

deprived Scotland

areas

% % %

How safe respondent feels walking alone at night

Safe (very, fairly) 60 77 75

Unsafe (bit, very) 37 19 22

Don’t know 4 3 3

Base 1,231 7,871 9,102

How safe respondent feels at home at night

Safe (very, fairly) 94 98 97

Unsafe (bit, very) 6 2 3

Don’t know 0 0 0

Base 1,231 7,871 9,102

Source: Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish Household Survey, 
Scottish Government, 2010, Table 4.21

Note: Living in a multiply deprived area does not imply living in poverty (nor does living outside a multiply 
deprived area imply an absence of poverty). Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing
poverty in Scotland.



compare perceptions of night-time safety at home and in the wider neigh-
bourhood. On the whole, the majority of people in Scotland perceive
them selves to be safe in their own homes at night, and there is little sig-
nificant difference between those living in the most deprived areas and the
rest of Scotland in the proportion who feel unsafe in their own home.
However, there is a marked difference in perceived safety in the wider
neighbourhood at night. Twice as many people from the most deprived
areas in Scotland do not feel safe walking alone at night in their neigh-
bourhood (37 per cent, compared with 19 per cent of those living outside
the most deprived areas).

Local area differences extend beyond perceptions of safety. As
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Table 8.9:

Evaluation of neighbourhood environment, by deprivation area 

status, Scotland, 2009

15% most Rest of Scotland
deprived Scotland

areas

% % %

Selected aspects of neighbourhood that are particularly liked

Pleasant environment 45 60 57

Safe environment 9 22 20

Good public transport 24 20 21

Good amenities 41 46 45

Sense of community/friendly people 56 74 71

Like nothing about the area 13 3 4

Selected aspects of neighbourhood that are particularly disliked

Unpleasant environment 37 29 30

Unsafe environment 11 2 4

Poor public transport 2 6 5

Poor amenities 16 12 12

No sense of community/problem 
residents/substance abuse 42 16 20

Dislike nothing about the area 25 32 31

Source: Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish Household Survey, 
Scottish Government, 2010, Tables 4.5 and 4.8

Note: Living in a multiply deprived area does not imply living in poverty (nor does living outside a multiply 
deprived area imply an absence of poverty). Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing
poverty in Scotland.



Table 8.9 shows, people living in the most deprived areas of Scotland (also
the areas with a disproportionate share of people experiencing poverty in
Scotland) are more likely to express displeasure over problems in their
neighbourhood (42 per cent are concerned with the lack of a sense of
community, problem residents and substance abuse, compared with
‘only’ 16 per cent expressing such concern outside areas of deprivation).
Similarly, residents of multiply deprived areas are less likely to express
pleasure at aspects of their neighbourhood (13 per cent reported that they
liked nothing about their area, compared with only 3 per cent of those liv-
ing outside deprived areas). On the other hand, people living in deprived
areas commented favourably on public transport.

Life on a low income means one is less able to participate fully in
society. Whether such participation is manifest in education or leisure,
political participation or having a voice in local/national decision making, it
is a fundamental right to which many people experiencing poverty have
less experience of, and access to. As Table 8.10 shows, those living in
households with lower incomes are also less likely to give up time to assist
as a volunteer or organiser – eg, 19 per cent of those in households with
an annual income of less than £10,000, compared with the Scottish aver-
age of 28 per cent. This data is suggestive that the UK coalition govern-
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Table 8.10:

Whether gave up time to help as a volunteer/organiser in the last

12 months by annual household income, Scotland, 2009

% % % % % % % % %

Yes 19 19 20 26 27 33 34 40 28

No 81 81 80 74 73 67 66 60 72

Base 360 948 1,313 984 736 588 820 772 6,521

Source: Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish Household Survey, 
Scottish Government, 2010, Table 12.4

Note: Without identification of the point at which low income reflects poverty, distribution of household 
income data does not measure poverty. Furthermore, the income data presented in this table is not 
equivalised. Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing poverty in Scotland.
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ment’s idea of a ‘big society’ is yet some way from being achieved in
Scotland’s most deprived areas.

Growing up in deprived areas

It is widely recognised that having adequate opportunities to play and
participating in a range of activities is beneficial for children.7 New data
from the Scottish Household Survey provides some insight into the
impact on play and activity participation for children living in multiply
deprived areas. 

Compared with other children, those from deprived areas in Scot -
land are reported to have less ready access to different types of play
space in their local area; there are greater parental concerns for children’s
safety travelling to these play spaces; there is more concern for children’s
safety at these play areas; and children must reach an older age before
parents consider it to be safe for them to visit these areas without super-
vision (Table 8.11). Clearly, there are more concerns over children’s play in
Scotland’s most deprived areas.

The single finding that places children from deprived areas on a
par with their counterparts from non-deprived areas is access to games
pitches (41 per cent are reported to have safe access to such play
space among both populations). Otherwise, children from deprived
areas are reported to be disadvantaged at every turn. Of particular note
is the dearth of access to natural and wooded areas for play (44 
per cent have no local access to such space, compared with 22 
per cent of those from non-deprived areas). This may be less concern-
ing to parents (although disconcerting to play professionals given the
value of natural play en viron ments), as concerns about being harmed
by children and particularly adults are highest in these areas – eg, 59 
per cent are concerned about bullying from other children in natural/
wooded areas, compared with 38 per cent of those outside deprived
areas. There is a broad consensus that children’s safety to visit inde-
pendently local play spaces emerges in the later years of primary
school, although once again, it is perceived that children from deprived
areas must wait a little longer before their parents/guardians perceive
that it is safe. For example, 10.3 years is judged to be the age at which
it is safe for them to visit their local park with out supervision, compared
with 9.8 years for children outside these dep rived areas. This is not to
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Table 8.11:

Opportunities for children’s play, by deprived area status 2009

% % % % % % % %

Availability of play area

Deprived area 42 47 41 37 34 22 – 1,274

Non-deprived area 46 52 41 47 40 44 – 6,486

Safe for children to walk or cycle to play area on their own

Deprived area 51 45 55 46 58 31 37 ,1293

Non-deprived area 68 59 64 64 68 49 44 2,602

Safe to visit play area with two or three friends 

Deprived area 58 55 62 54 65 37 40 ,1293

Non-deprived area 74 68 71 71 73 55 46 2,602

Concerns of bullying by children in play area

Deprived area 55 54 55 54 49 59 47 ,1293

Non-deprived area 41 42 40 36 34 38 29 2,602

Concerns of children being harmed by adults in play area

Deprived area 42 48 44 45 42 59 42 ,1293

Non-deprived area 33 38 35 36 28 44 28 2,602

Youngest age at which it would be safe for child to visit play area without supervision

Deprived area 9.6 10.3 10.3 10.3 9.8 11.2 9.6 ,1448

Non-deprived area 9.2 9.8 9.8 9.6 9.3 10.5 9.3 2,736

Source: Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish Household Survey, 
Scottish Government, 2010, Tables 7.6–7.11 

Note: Living in a multiply deprived area does not imply living in poverty (nor does living outside a multiply 
deprived area imply an absence of poverty). Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing
poverty in Scotland.

be underestimated; six months in the life of a primary-school child is a
significant length of time.

Disadvantage is not only associated with play space. Parents also
report that children and young adults from deprived areas participate less
frequently in a whole range of leisure activities (Table 8.12). Some of the
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differences in rates of participation are quite striking: 27 per cent of those
living outside deprived areas participate in music or drama, compared
with only 17 per cent from deprived areas (this is of relevance to Chapter
19). Similarly, while the majority outside deprived areas participate in sport
(56 per cent), this is a minority experience within deprived areas (45 per
cent).

Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that low income and living in deprived
areas have far-ranging impacts on Scotland’s adults and children. A lack
of money directly leads to insecurity and an inability to meet life’s basic
necessities. Poverty also strips people of their dignity and is associated
with mental ill health. Physical ill health is also more prevalent among the
men, women, boys and girls of Scotland’s lower income households.

Table 8.12:

Activities of young people aged 8-21 by deprivation area status,

Scotland, 2009 

15% most Rest of Scotland
deprived Scotland

areas

% % %

Music or drama 17 27 26

Other arts 5 6 6

Sports or sporting 45 56 54

Other outdoor activity 15 22 21

Other groups or clubs 20 24 23

Representing young people’s views 2 3 3

Mentoring or peer education 1 3 3

Base 340 1,991 2,331

Source: Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish Household Survey,
Scottish Government, 2010, Table 7.12

Note: Living in a multiply deprived area does not imply living in poverty (nor does living outside a multiply 
deprived area imply an absence of poverty). Care has to be taken in interpreting this data when discussing
poverty in Scotland.



Lower life expectancies (and lower healthy life expectancies) look set to
continue as Scotland’s more deprived communities are more likely to be
less pleasant places to live in and to be places in which concerns for per-
sonal safety are heightened. Finally, children from more deprived areas in
Scotland are consistently disadvantaged in terms of access to safe play
and participation in activities.

Although a bleak picture has been portrayed of life on a low income
and in deprived places in contemporary Scotland, we should not lose
sight of the continuing resilience of people living in some of Scotland’s
poorest communities. As well as highlighting the difficulties people face,
we must also recognise the quality in many people’s lives, their desire to
get on, get heard and overcome. The present conditions that many expe-
rience need not determine their futures, if we can find effective means to
support and enable Scotland’s most disadvantaged communities and
tackle the underlying poverty that too often undermines their resilience. 

Notes
1 All epigraphs are quotations drawn from people experiencing poverty, who par-

ticipated in the Get Heard project. L Burnett, Dignity Shouldn’t Have to be

Earned, Poverty Alliance, 2006

2  Scottish Government, Scotland’s People: Annual Report from the 2009 Scottish

Household Survey, Scottish Government, 2010, p49, Table 6.2

3 L Burnett and J H McKendrick, ‘Living in Poverty’, in Poverty in Scotland 2007,

CPAG, 2007, Table 5.1, p83

4 The glitch may reflect difficulties in obtaining accurate data for the most sev erely

income-deprived households. Indeed, this problem is acknowledged in the

technical report that accompanies the substantive research findings report

(Scottish Government, ‘Limitations of the Data’, Scottish Household Survey:

meth od ology and fieldwork outcomes, 2007/08, 2010, section 6). Thus, it is

likely that the glitch is an anomaly and that there is total consistency of lower

consumption across the household income spectrum (without a glitch at the

lower end).

5 See note 2, p72, Table 8.2

6 C Bromley and others, Scottish Health Survey 2003, Vol 2, Scottish Executive,

2005, Tables 1.4, 1.9, 2.7, 2.11, 3.4 and 4.7

7 B Manwaring and C Taylor, The Benefits of Play and Playwork, Skills Active,

2007
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Presenting and representing
poverty
Gerry Mooney and Sharon Wright

Introduction

This book is concerned with understanding poverty in Scotland: what it is
and what it is caused by; what it means for people; how it can be meas-
ured; and how levels have changed over time. Before we move on (in
Chapter 10) to consider the specifics of how poverty is tackled by policies,
practices and service provision, we consider another important aspect of
poverty in Scotland – how it is presented in public debates and popular
culture. We reflect on examples from political debate, television entertain-
ment and autobiography to illustrate a variety of ways in which poverty has
been drawn to the attention of the public. Each of these examples offers
a different viewpoint from which to interpret poverty, demonstrating that,
far from being a neutral issue, poverty continues to elicit strong reactions
from a wide spectrum of commentators. We can take two lessons from
this observation: first, that there is a wide gap between established
research-based knowledge and political rhetoric and, second, that pover-
ty continues to capture the public consciousness, albeit in ways that are
not always or everywhere progressive and helpful. In this chapter, we
explore the implications of these different representations for people expe-
riencing poverty.

‘The poor’ as ‘the problem’

Diverse and multiple aspects of poverty are represented publically on a
daily basis, with lesser or greater degrees of sympathy. It is beyond the
scope of this chapter to offer a comprehensive overview of interpretations
of poverty. Instead, we have selected a small number of examples to 



illustrate what we believe to be significant viewpoints from a spectrum of
opinion, some of it influential in shaping policy outcomes. The first of
these is the public presentation of poverty in contemporary political
debates. Here, we focus centrally on the ways in which the main UK gov-
erning party, the Conservatives, presented poverty in Scotland in its cam-
paigning for the 2008 Glasgow East by-election and the 2010 general
election.

The context for presenting poverty in political debates in 2010 was
very different from the last time the Conservative Party held power (1979–
1997), when some right-wing politicians denied the very existence of
poverty in the UK. One of New Labour’s most notable achievements in this
field when in government (1997–2010) was to shift the parameters of
debate by recognising the existence of poverty and the need for state
action to eradicate it. Although not all Labour politicians sang from the
same hymn sheet in recognising the structural causes of poverty (particu-
larly in relation to adult benefit recipients and ‘welfare reform’ debates),
there were indications that research evidence had informed some policy
discussions. This was especially true in relation to the clear goal of eradi-
cating child poverty by 2010, presented along with transparent and inde-
pendent methods of assessing progress.1 Although the chosen policies
and government funding proved inadequate to meet the ultimate goal,2

unprecedented progress was made initially in lowering exceptionally high
child poverty rates and, crucially for our discussion here, poverty was re-
established as a central concern for government. 

Did ‘Shettleston man’ ‘break’ Scotland?

In contrast to evidence-based discussions of child poverty in the New
Labour era, recent political campaigning has brought a revival of moralis-
tic scapegoating. A new political appetite has grown for the condemna-
tion of ‘poor’ places and people. Politicians have painted the set of
sizeable elements of Scottish society as ‘broken’ and cast ‘the
Shettleston man’ – a stereotypical work-shy ‘folk devil’ – as the perpe-
trator.3 A key moment in this new mythology was the 2008 Glasgow East
by-election. The hotly contested Westminster seat, previously a Labour
stronghold, attracted much attention for the power struggles between
New Labour and Gordon Brown and the Scottish National Party (SNP)
and Scottish First Minister Alex Salmond. However, it was not just the
political battle that attracted the spotlight. Politicians and the media
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brought the people of Glasgow East themselves to centre stage for pub-
lic judgement.4

The presentation of Glasgow East was overwhelmingly negative,
giving voice to a type of thinking that has long featured prominently in the
reporting of poverty in disadvantaged urban areas across the UK in con-
structing particular locales as ‘problem’ places and ‘welfare ghettoes’.5

Dramatic headlines focused on premature death rates and persistently
high and long-term unemployment. The new language of ‘worklessness’
(a term coined by New Labour) became commonplace as an oversimpli-
fication of benefit receipt, bundling together a range of distinct circum-
stances that previously counted as legitimate grounds for absence from
the labour market – eg, disability or acute, severe and terminal ill health
and substantial informal caring commitments. This use of the term ‘work -
lessness’ is potentially stigmatising because it does not recognise unpaid
work (such as essential care work), which is an activity of obligation at
least as much as choice, and limits the time and energy available for paid
employment. The term is also problematic because it implies that the
‘lacking’ is on the part of the individual who does not have work, rather
than the labour market, which does not provide it.

Such representations offered inadequate acknowledgement that the
East End of Glasgow suffered from long-term economic decline in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, following the dismantling of much of
Scotland’s heavy and manufacturing industries. Journalists were quick to
comment on other ‘problems’ in the area. In the Independent, one com-
mentator spoke of the ‘desolation’ of Easterhouse, and of ‘broken families’,
that this is a ‘broken society’.6 Glasgow East was viewed as a place of mis-
ery, of apathy and despair (read ‘demoralisation’ or ‘moral inadequacy’), a
place containing ‘wasted highlands’.7 The Times journalist Melanie Reid,
while perhaps using the most headline-grabbing language, was not out of
step with many other journalists in making the following comment:8

Glasgow East is a part of the world that defies exaggeration. Desultory

buses head out from the city centre towards some of the worst areas of con-

centrated poverty in the Western world: Shettleston, Barlanark, Gartham -

lock, Easterhouse, Parkhead. . .  communities that figure with monotonous

regularity both on the charge sheet at Glasgow Sheriff Court and at the top

of the lists of the most socially deprived wards in Britain. They might as well

be called Guantanamo. For many thousands of welfare prisoners on sink

estates, marooned by bad housing, violence, addiction, unemployment, ill

health and shattered relationships, there is little chance of escape.
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In this way, media and political commentary acted to influence and shape
one another.9 Visits to the Glasgow East constituency by David Cameron
(now Prime Minister) and Iain Duncan Smith (now Secretary of State for
Work and Pensions in the UK Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition
government) played a key role in shaping much of the social commentary
of the media during the election. Duncan Smith had visited the area in
February 2008 to launch a Centre for Social Justice report, Breakthrough
Glasgow, detailing what he identified as the key problems afflicting the
area.10 Using a language that was soon to be the staple of many of the
newspaper reports of the by-election, Glasgow East was held up to rep-
resent the ‘broken society’. Following Smith to Glasgow to launch the
Conservative general election campaign, Conservative lead er David
Cameron also invoked Smith’s ‘broken society’ image and to gether they
were instrumental in representing the people of Glasgow East in very dis-
paraging terms. Notable here was the figure of ‘Shettleston man’ who was
regarded as a particular problem subject:11

This individual has low life expectancy. He lives in social housing, drug and

alcohol abuse play an important part in his life and he is always out of work.

His white blood cell count killing him directly as a result of his lifestyle and its

lack of purpose. 

Elsewhere, Smith makes reference to ‘Shettleston man’s’ ‘couch potato’
lifestyle.12 The clear message was that ill health, unemployment and
poverty are primarily matters of individual failure and also of personal
responsibility. David Cameron also spoke of the ‘dangers’ of ‘demoralisa-
tion’ in areas such as Glasgow East:13

The thread that links it all together passes, yes, through family breakdown,

welfare dependency, debt, drugs, poverty, poor policing, housing, and fail-

ing schools but it is a thread that goes deeper, as we see a society that is in

danger of losing its sense of personal responsibility, social responsibility,

common decency and, yes, even, public morality.

We as a society have been far too sensitive. In order to avoid injury to peo-

ple’s feelings, in order to avoid being judgemental, we have failed to say

what needs to be said. We have seen a decades-long erosion of responsi-

bility, of social virtue, of self-discipline, respect for others, deferring gratifica-

tion instead of instant gratification…



Instead we prefer moral neutrality, a refusal to make judgements about what

is good and bad behaviour. Bad. Good. Right. Wrong. These are words that

our political system and our public sector scarcely dare to use any more. 

It is clear from such commentary that welfare provision is identified as the
factor generating the kinds of social problems that have been highlighted
above:14

For too long, people have been allowed to languish, trapped in a depend-

ency culture that held low expectations of those living there and made no

demands of them either. You only need to look at the social housing system

that successive governments have pursued to realise why, on so many of

these estates, lone parenting, worklessness, failed education and addiction

are an acceptable way of life. Over the years we have put all the most bro-

ken families, with myriad problems, on the same estates. Too few of the chil-

dren ever see a good role model: for the dysfunctional family life is the norm.

Worse still, visiting vast Estates like Easterhouse. . .  you realise that incen-

tives to remain dependent far outweigh anything else . . .

To rectify this we need to accept that the welfare system has become part

of this breakdown, giving perverse incentives to too many people. It needs

to be changed. It needs to have a simple purpose: to move people from

dependence to independence. . .

At the heart of this lies work. The system must help people to not only find

work but also to remain in work, to get the ‘work habit’.

The label ‘broken Britain’ has succeeded in entering wider and popular
discourses about the social and moral health of UK society today and, in
particular, has increasingly featured across a range of stories about the
state and future of welfare. As with many other anti-welfare narratives over
recent decades, part of the potency and pervasiveness of the broken
society idea is that it is a very flexible notion, able to be deployed without
evidence as an explanation of a range of social problems and popular
social ills. For Conservatives such as Duncan Smith and the Centre for
Social Justice, there is an explicit argument that the broken and falling
apart society has its roots in ‘broken families’. Teenage pregnancies,
increas ing numbers of one-parent households caught, of course, in a
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‘dependency culture’, feature prominently in this account. The Centre for
Social Justice identifies five poverty ‘drivers’: family breakdown, welfare
dependency, educational failure, addiction to drugs and alcohol and seri-
ous personal debt. However, marriage and a stable two-parent family life
are presented as key to ‘mending’ ‘broken Britain’, thereby reducing lev-
els of poverty. 

‘The poor’ as freak show?

The second example of how poverty is presented in contemporary
Scotland is provided by the four-part BBC reality television programme
The Scheme, the first two parts of which were broadcast in May 2010. In
this example, the community of a largely deprived housing scheme,
Onthank in Kilmarnock, was presented for public consumption as enter-
tainment. The series provoked a great deal of debate and controversy
across Scotland and beyond, reflected in considerable press coverage
and presence on social networking sites and online discussion forums.
The Scheme purported to offer a ‘warts and all’ ‘reality-based’ documen-
tary account of life in this particular housing scheme. It positioned the
viewer in judgement over the behaviour and lifestyles of those exhibited.15

In showcasing the problematic or dysfunctional aspects of family relation-
ships, unemployment, alcohol or drug taking and violence, without insight
into the underlying causes (such as the devastating economic change in
this part of East Ayrshire) or contexts (of widening social inequalities) of
social problems, programme makers have created a modern day equiva-
lent of the ‘freak show’. 

The case of the representation of the population of Glasgow East in
The Scheme connects in important ways with wider narratives and stories
about welfare ‘in crisis’ in the contemporary UK.16 As we have seen here,
there is a virulent and potent anti-welfarist message being presented and
this is perhaps most explicitly captured today in the ‘broken society’ idea,
that we briefly explored above. 

One of the most forceful criticisms of The Scheme – and ‘poverty
porn’ more generally – is that it provides a view of poverty and people
experiencing poverty out of context – ie, it offered a vision, and a very par-
tial and flawed understanding of poverty, which did not consider the under-
lying social and economic factors that work to generate and reproduce
poverty over time. Instead, the focus was on one housing scheme, and on
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particular individuals and families within it, in isolation from the wider issues
around poverty, disadvantage and inequality across Scotland and the UK
today. In this respect, The Scheme (which is perhaps now the best known
programme of its kind) represents but one example of this genre. It relies
on a largely cultural and behaviour-centred perspective, focusing on the
individual and family, and on the generation of specific cultural and behav-
ioural norms and lifestyles, which work to keep people in poverty. 

There is an increasing interest among poverty researchers in what is
now being referred to as ‘poverty porn’. This refers to the offering up of
poverty and of ‘poor people’ for public entertainment and titillation. While
some of this is played out on social networking sites, as well as in the pop-
ular press, more significant and potent is the manner in which the tele -
visual media have begun to see in poverty – and its associated conditions
– a means to cheap, popular and populist entertainment. The Jeremy Kyle
Show and Tricia represent one end of this spectrum – and perhaps some
of the best known examples of TV-based poverty porn. These are sup-
plemented by a whole host of ‘makeover’ and ‘self-improvement’ shows,
as well as other programmes which offer the wealthy a chance to express
their philanthropy by dispensing money to good causes (Secret
Millionaire), or to live among poor people to ‘experience what poverty is
really like’ (How the Other Half Live).

An outbreak of moral behaviourism?

In recent years, there has been a steady development of what might be
usefully termed a ‘psychologisation’ of social problems in Scottish and UK
society, driven by a renewed emphasis on the individual. In recent years,
for example, the Department for Work and Pensions has discussed intro-
ducing ‘talking treatment’ for unemployed people in a hope that this will
make them more attractive to potential employers. Elsewhere, there have
been proposals that cognitive behaviour therapy might offer new ways of
challenging poverty – and challenging ‘the poor’. In all of this, there is an
emphasis on individual psychology, aspirations, happiness and mental
wellbeing. Behavioural psychology increasingly appears to lie at the cen-
tre of where social welfare is heading across the UK – and Scotland –
today. Other observers have written critically of the growth in the ‘happi-
ness’ industry and emerging ‘therapy’ culture in Scotland.17 Central to
some of this activity has been the work of the Scottish Centre for
Confidence and Well-Being, and its director, Carol Craig. Craig argues that
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a ‘crisis of confidence’ (reflected in the prevalence of a ‘dependency cul-
ture’ across parts of Scottish society) is preventing ordinary Scots from
reaching their potential and therefore from prospering.18

That the Scottish people apparently suffer from a ‘crisis of confi-
dence’ is seen here as reflecting a deep-seated problem at the heart of
the nation’s psyche, the supposedly introvert Scot contrasted with the
more extraverted English person, for instance. But the national psyche is
also characterised, Craig claims, by a collectivism that stifles enterprise
and entrepreneurship, generates a lack of enthusiasm for business and so
on. There is then, an ‘attitude problem’, a lack of aspirations that lies at
the root of Scotland’s many social ills, poverty and poor health included.
The adoption of much more positive attitudes is the way not only to per-
sonal, but national, salvation.

Craig’s initial work has been roundly criticised.19 This has not pre-
vented Craig from returning more recently in a book that focuses much
more explicitly on Glasgow and West Central Scotland.20 In The Tears
That Made the Clyde, Craig once again is concerned with an assorted
multitude of ‘pathologies’ that are seen as inflicting the residents of the
city. Glaswegians herein represent a ‘pathological population’ on a level
with Maoris, Native Americans and Australian aborigines.21 Addictive
behaviours, strained personal, familial and social relationships and a ‘feel-
ing of oblivion’ are seen as rife in the city. There has been much concern
in policy circles, especially with regard to questions of morbidity and mor-
tality, of the so-called ‘Glasgow effect’. Referring to ill health and other
social ills, Craig comments:22

We are used to seeing all these types of problems as the result of depriva-

tion but this on its own does not help us to account for poor health. Should

we not begin to ask if it is in the breakdown of so many families and 

relationships which may be a causal factor? Could it be the case that these

personal relationships in Glasgow were poor anyway and that de -

industrialisa tion undermined them even more?

The idea of family ‘breakdown’ is somewhat ambiguous to put it mildly,
reflecting many problematic value judgements. What are ‘poor’ personal
relationships? What we are left with is a view of ‘pathology’ in West
Central Scotland that emerges from a combination of low self-esteem and
unhappiness, albeit that there is some awareness in the book of long-term
economic decline.

In such thinking, any idea that inequalities of wealth, income, power
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and life chances play a role in shaping people’s lives is immediately rele-
gated to a secondary position, if acknowledged at all. A focus on individ-
ual deficiencies, family ‘dysfunctioning’ and assorted behavioural traits of
one kind or another is central. There are, then, once again echoes of the
portrayal of poor families in The Scheme as we highlighted above.

Some examples of the way in which structural factors are recog-
nised but simultaneously relegated have also found expression in other
contexts. At a conference on ‘Transcending Poverties’ in Glasgow in
February 2007, organised by the Royal Society of Edinburgh (and sup-
ported by the Roman Catholic Church in Scotland), there were repeated
references to the need for those experiencing poverty to take ‘responsi-
bility’ for their own wellbeing, to spend their money on things other than
cigarettes and alcohol. Scottish historian Tom Devine captured the thrust
of the conference claiming that:23

This conference is important because it moves outside the orthodoxy of

improving aspects such as employment, area regeneration or health cam-

paigns and tries to look at the extent to which there must be cultural and

indeed even spiritual underpinnings for this malaise...

We can examine why the majority with means are unwilling to be taxed. If

you are dealing with a straightforward transfer of surplus from the better-off

to the less well off there is always the possibility of dependency.

Redistribution of wealth in itself might not be the cure and simply perpetu-

ate the malaise. I don’t think the old methods of taxing the rich to help the

poor will really work.

Such is the steady drift towards a more punitive and harsher understand-
ing in much of the discussion and representation of poverty in Scotland in
recent years.

‘Othering’ people experiencing poverty 

The first two presentations of poverty in Scotland, ‘the poor’ as ‘the prob-
lem’ and ‘the poor’ as ‘freak show’ share an approach that is based on
viewing poverty from the outside. Those concerned with developing a
more progressive understanding of poverty, that is an understanding and
appreciation of poverty as rooted in questions and issues of inequality,
equalities and social justice, face a continual battle to reject such ‘other-
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ings’ – that is the stigmatisation, marginalisation and denial of voice to
those experiencing poverty today (see Chapter 1).24 This belies the poten-
cy of anti-poor narratives and ideas within society today. Since the mid-
1960s, in particular, our understanding of poverty and its causes has
developed apace. Yet alongside the development of more sophisticated
theories and elaborate systems of measurement, the idea that poverty is
the product of ‘problem’ behaviour and of the limitations of people expe-
riencing poverty has remained ever-present and, arguably, in the context
of the deepening financial crisis that has gripped the country today, has
become even more pronounced.

Poverty researchers, as well as many campaigning organisations
and groups of poverty activists, have long understood that the media
plays a particularly significant role in helping to reproduce the view of poor
people – and of poor places – as in some ways culpable in their own
predicament.25 This thinking was in the largely discredited (though ever
potent) ‘culture of poverty’ and ‘cycle of deprivation’ theories in the 1970s
– and also echoed in the ‘underclass’ arguments of the 1980s and 1990s.
However, ideas such as these find a home in other approaches to pover-
ty. During the period when New Labour formed the UK government, a
recurring distinction was drawn between the ‘hard working’ and the
‘inert’, with frequent pronouncements about inadequate parenting, dys-
functional lifestyles and behaviours. Once again then, we can only too
readily see the hardening of attitudes to poverty and to people experienc-
ing poverty in recent times. But there are other ways in which poverty has
been understood – and presented. 

Poverty as context: social justice for the future

The third example is very different from the first two. Cathy McCormack’s
2009 book, The Wee Yellow Butterfly, offers a fresh view of poverty.
Drawing on her own personal experience of childhood poverty,
McCormack shows how structural forces operate to constrain individual
choices. In this presentation of poverty, the focus is on compassionate
understanding, rather than judgemental moralising, offering hope for the
future of a social justice approach. McCormack lays out in graphic ways
the impact that poverty has on people’s lives, and the struggle to cope –
as well as the capacity to fight back and campaign for a more just socie-
ty. However, McCormack also questions the role of what has generally
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been referred to as the ‘poverty industry’ – ie, policy makers, academics
and others who make a living out of ‘poverty’. She also highlights that
poverty is about ‘non-material’ dimensions, but that these are crucially
dependent on an understanding that the material is at the root cause of
poverty and that tackling income and wealth inequalities, through redistri-
bution, is also a central element of the war on poverty:26

There has to be redistribution from the haves. There must also be a change

of consciousness among the wealthy about the consequences of their

wealth making.

McCormack is clear that the voices of those experiencing poverty have to
be given prominence in any meaningful attack on poverty itself. As we
have seen from the discussion in this chapter and elsewhere in this col-
lection, all too often such voices are at best, marginalised, but more often
misrepresented and/or completely overlooked. 2010 was declared the
European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion. As part of its
involvement in this, the Poverty Alliance commissioned three short films to
raise awareness of poverty in Scotland from the perspectives of young,
adult and older people.27 Making a Difference graphically captures the
experiences of different groups of people living in, and fighting against,
poverty across Scotland. It stands in very sharp contrast to the misrepre-
sentations of people in poverty explored above. Importantly, what these
films portray are voices that are all too often hidden and which must take
centre stage in the fight against poverty.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored three examples of the public presenta-
tion of poverty. The first demonstrated how media reports and political
debates surrounding the Glasgow East by-election in 2008 and the 2010
general election campaign constructed poverty as the individual responsi-
bility of those most affected by it. This approach was not well grounded in
research evidence and encouraged the stereotyping of benefit recipients,
embodied in the image of the ‘Shettleston man’. Similarly, our second
example of the presentation of poverty, in the reality television series The
Scheme, positioned viewers in judgement over the context-free lives of
people in a disadvantaged community. Such unsympathetic presentations
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could be expected to harden attitudes towards poverty and emphasise
anti-‘welfare’ sentiments. They offer an overwhelmingly culture-centred
explanation of poverty as a disciplining technique, highlighting aspirational
and other numerous and diverse deficits, flawed patterns of consumption
and problem behaviours.

Cathy McCormack’s The Wee Yellow Butterfly, our third example of
how poverty is presented in Scotland, offers a counterbalance to the
moral condemnation that is evident in some political debates and televi-
sion portrayals. Grounded in personal experience, McCormack offers
insight and compassion in an account that seeks to understand the bal-
ance between structural constraints and personal action. This approach
offers hope for better connections between debate and research evidence
and fuels anti-poverty campaigning. 
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Ten
Combating poverty through 
policy, practice and the 
provision of services
Gerry Mooney and Sharon Wright

Introduction

The continuing existence of poverty in a country as wealthy as Scotland
can be seen as a dramatic failure of the measures taken to combat it. Anti-
poverty action has a long history. It has been more than 60 years since the
UK government introduced a comprehensive welfare state that was
intended to eliminate ‘want’ and more than a decade since the ground-
break ing commitment by Westminster (subsequently endorsed by Holy -
rood and enshrined in law) to eradicate child poverty by 2020.

Why then, despite these stated intentions, does poverty still persist
with such prevalence and intensity in Scotland today? The explanation is that
straightforward anti-poverty policies that have proven effective in other com-
parable countries (such as ensuring benefits, taxes and wages are at levels
that allow people to afford basic necessities and social participation) have not
been implemented in Scotland. Instead, Scotland, to a large extent reliant on
UK decisions on funding and policies relating to income (witness the October
2010 Comprehensive Spending Review, for instance), has continued to tol-
erate an experience of poverty that is exceptional and unnecessary. 

The authors in Section Five of this book outline the profound effects
of this for different groups, assess the success of different approaches to
policy and practice and make suggestions for more effective ways of com-
bating poverty in Scotland.

The Scottish context

The context of poverty in Scotland is particular – widening income inequal-
ities have seen a rise in income and assets for the richest in the popula-
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tion, while poverty has been widespread. In this respect Scotland is simi-
lar to the rest of the UK, but very different from most rich nations.1 Existing
inequalities were exposed and hardened in the aftermath of industrial
decline in the late twentieth century. Within living memory, Scotland’s
economy was transformed from a leading world manufacturer to a large-
ly service sector economy. This meant a major change in the type of jobs
available, which reduced traditional opportunities for working-class men.
(In Chapter 19, Richard Holloway highlights the impact of this for young
men in ex-industrial communities.) 

However, despite the challenges of a reshaped labour market, peo-
ple in Scotland have lived up to their hard-working reputation. Directly
before the 2008 recession (triggered by global financial crisis), record num-
bers of people were in employment in Scotland2 – at a higher rate than the
UK as a whole (also at its highest ever rate) and outperforming most
European and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) countries.3 Two lessons can be drawn from this observation.
Firstly, that simply attaining a very high employment rate is not a solution
to poverty (as implied by the UK approach to welfare reform) (see also
Chapter 21). Secondly, the widespread representation of many people in
Scotland as ‘work-shy’ (see Chapter 9) is without basis in evidence.

Overall, it is therefore not a lack of employment or a lack of wealth
that has caused poverty in Scotland – both have been in abundance – but
a failure of the policies that should reward paid employment adequately
and distribute resources fairly among the population. The outcome is a
Scotland in which less affluent children are denied opportunities to fulfil
their educational potential (see Chapter 12) and lives are cut short prema-
turely (see Chapter 11).

Key issues for policy, practice and service provision

The following chapters (11–22) explore key issues of policy, practice and
service provision.

Carol Tannahill and Bruce Whyte (Chapter 11) show that, although
health is improving overall, inequalities are increasing, especially for men.
Health inequalities have grown to such a level that men in the wealthiest
parts of Glasgow can expect to live up to 28 years longer than those in
the most deprived areas.4 Ultimately, poverty leads to early death for large
numbers of people in Scotland. The Scottish government has recognised
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the severity of health inequalities in its report Equally Well.5 Policy solu-
tions, and subsequent implementation, need to maintain a clear focus on
the underlying causes of these inequalities and avoid drifting towards an
over-emphasis on behavioural change and lifestyle ‘solutions’ to the prob-
lem. While there have been important steps forward, as with the example
of paid employment above, individual behaviour is not enough without
intervention to address the social determinants of ill health and early
death. Addressing the structural causes of inadequate income and health
inequalities would, as Wilkinson and Pickett argue, benefit the whole soci-
ety, not just those on a low income.6

Bronwen Cohen (Chapter 12) demonstrates that, since children face
the highest risk of poverty in Scotland, access to early years’ services,
together with improvements to maternity pay and leave, can play a crucial
role as part of an effective anti-poverty strategy. The commitment to erad-
icate child poverty by 2020 has raised the profile of measures to intervene
in early years. She points out that targeting services on the disadvantaged
can create stigmatisation. Lessons from international research show that
fully integrated services – in terms of access, funding, workforce, regula-
tion and co-ordination – combined with a universal entitlement approach
and capping of fees to parents are more effective in reaching families with
poor educational backgrounds and bring particularly big gains for children
under three – the age group most at risk of poverty.

In Chapter 13, John Dickie takes up the issue of poverty for children
of all ages, demonstrating its damaging large-scale effects. The landmark
commitment to eradicate child poverty by 2020 has, since the 2007 edi-
tion of Poverty in Scotland, been enshrined in law. Unfortunately, policies
have not yet proven fully fit for purpose, and new approaches and invest-
ment in families will be necessary in order for the goal to be achieved. Key
policy changes are suggested: a living wage; family-friendly work prac-
tices; increases to benefits and tax credits; and a better balance between
universal and targeted support. Progress is recognised in relation to tax
credits (especially in contributing towards the costs of childcare); the pos-
itive effects of the national minimum wage; opportunities for flexible work-
ing arrangements to support parents in their role as workers; and free
school meals. However, since half of children in poverty live in households
where at least one adult is in paid work,7 just getting a job is not enough
to eradicate child poverty. Concerns are raised over increasing work con-
ditions for parents and the declining value of benefits, which are often dif-
ficult to claim. Rising unemployment levels as a result of the recession are
likely to increase levels of child poverty. An increase in the numbers of
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people who will have no alternative but to claim increasingly restricted
benefits and tax credits is predicted, pointing to a crucial role for welfare
rights advice to ensure that people, both in and out of work, receive their
entitlements. 

Gaps in life expectancy and severe health problems are also com-
bined with attainment gaps between different income groups, with pover-
ty acting as a barrier to children and young people achieving their
educational potential. Claire Telfer, in Chapter 14, shows that the attain-
ment gap has remained static in recent years, resulting in thousands of
young people leaving school with no, or low, qualifications and skills.
Underachievement in education is estimated to cost around £1 billion a
year in Scotland. A Curriculum for Excellence recognises the issue of
underachievement and seeks to increase choice for children and young
people, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds.8 Another key
strategy was to reduce class sizes for the earliest years of primary school.
Commitments to extend entitlement to pre-school education have also
been made. Explicit action to improve the educational attainment of chil-
dren living in poverty still needs to be developed at the heart of the
Scottish government’s child poverty strategy.

Income is a fundamental aspect of poverty and in Chapter 15
Tommy Gorman reinforces the need for effective welfare rights advice,
particularly for ill and disabled people in Scotland, in order to maximise
income through take-up of benefits and tax credits. The focus is on peo-
ple coping with cancer and the challenges presented by changes from
incapacity benefit to employment and support allowance, which have
made it more difficult to access financial support through the benefit sys-
tem. The extra costs of illness and disability are highlighted, along with the
drop in income and subsequent hardship that has been found to follow
the onset of long-term illness. Another important challenge is how to
ensure financial stability when moving in and out of employment (because
of either ill health or insecure employment). The issue of maintaining sta-
bility is also important for people who claim benefits in other circum-
stances – eg, as lone parents following relationship breakdown.

In Chapter 16, Keith Dryburgh focuses on debt, which is often
experienced by people living in poverty because their income (from work
or benefits) is insufficient to meet basic necessities. This reinforces the
message from several other chapters that paid employment cannot guar-
antee a route out of poverty unless a living wage is paid, and that bene-
fits and tax credits need to be increased so that recipients can avoid
poverty. Scottish government initiatives have increased access to vital
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debt solutions. There have also been improvements in UK government
policy on financial inclusion, but progress towards combating poverty has
been undermined by the 2010 Westminster coalition government’s
approach to reducing public expenditure (see also Chapter 1). Effective
intervention to tackle debt issues is not just about ensuring that people on
low incomes have bank accounts, but that incomes are adequate and
low-cost credit options are available where appropriate as an alternative
to high-interest doorstep lending.

In Chapter 17, Eurig Scandrett explores the relationship between
poverty and environmental injustice, which includes living in poorer physi-
cal environments, with greater reliance on public transport, which is less
available in rural areas. There are calls for better consultation in develop-
ment processes to ensure the development of more just policies.

In Chapter 18, John McKendrick investigates rural poverty in Scot -
land. One in seven people in rural Scotland live in poverty.9 Good progress
was made in both recognising rural poverty (in the Scottish government’s
Achieving Our Potential strategy) and in lowering income poverty between
2005/06 and 2007/08. Several challenges remain in rural areas: higher
costs of living; higher levels of consumption; fewer earning opportunities;
dispersed or ‘invisible’ deprivation; a culture of self-sufficiency; gender pay
issues; the costs of transport; and access to services.

Issues of housing disadvantage (eg, homelessness) are explored by
Richard Grant and Zoe McGuire in Chapter 22. Among their policy rec-
ommendations is a demand for an improvement in the quality and the
quantity of social housing.

Conclusion

Across the contributions in Section Five, there is acknowledgement of sig-
nificant progress in recognising and responding to poverty (particularly,
but not only, child poverty) at UK and Scottish levels. Good practice has
been identified in consultative processes, the passing of the Child Poverty
Act 2010, and a range of initiatives to tackle debt, rural poverty, child
poverty (including, for example, improved access to free school meals)
and inequalities in education and health. 

Several authors also indicate ongoing challenges, particularly in
relation to addressing income poverty since policies do not yet guarantee
that paid employment is a route out of poverty (see Chapter 21 by Kendra



Combating poverty through policy, practice and the provision of services 151

Strauss and Peter Kelly), and low rates of benefit payment ensure that
many recipients live in poverty – and, in any case, jobs do not exist for
everyone who needs them. Insufficient income therefore continues to be
a key cause of poverty in Scotland, but the main mechanisms for address-
ing it are controlled by Westminster, where the priority of the 2010
Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government is to cut public
expenditure. The combination of a UK government influenced heavily by
free-market values and a recession that has been taken to justify wide-
spread cuts (rather than to prompt the end of ‘fat cat’ bonuses or income
tax increases for the wealthy), risks a serious undermining of the very real
progress towards combating poverty that was made in the early twenty-
first century. 

Other challenges are thrown up by the issue of participation. In
Chapter 20, Peter Kelly challenges policy makers and the Scottish gov-
ernment to resource effective participation, recognising that a lack of
resources is one of the key factors that serve to undermine a commitment
to participation. Through measures such as this, he argues, voices of peo-
ple experiencing poverty are more likely to be heard. 

There is substantial scope for the Scottish government to lead the
way in UK anti-poverty action, particularly in relation to services such as
health, education and childcare – and also in relation to questions of voice
and participation. Several authors also identify international examples of
effective anti-poverty policy, within which services play a crucial role in
supporting parents to work and ensuring that children’s needs are met.
Such an approach would involve a ‘whole society’ view of the causes and
consequences of poverty. Action to address the structural causes of
income, health and attainment inequalities could benefit Scottish society
as a whole.

A ‘whole society’ approach could also involve all citizens in Scotland
offering greater dignity and respect to each other. The parameters and
underlying assumptions of political and media debates can be changed to
reflect more accurate understandings of social issues, such as poverty.
There is scope for reporting on poverty to be more compassionate to wards
people living in vulnerable situations, without the judgemental moral isation
that has been tolerated in a number of arenas (see Chapter 9). 
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Eleven
Inequalities in health
Carol Tannahill and Bruce Whyte

Introduction 

Many studies have demonstrated links between health and socio-
economic disadvantage. In Scotland, a series of national and local health
profiles have shown differences of health across the whole deprivation
gradient.1 In the period 2004 to 2006, male life expectancy in the 10 per
cent most deprived areas in Scotland was more than 13 years lower than
that in the 10 per cent least deprived areas2 and when smaller areas are
compared even greater differences are seen. The 28-year gap in male life
expectancy at birth (1998–2002) between Calton (in East Glasgow) and
North Lenzie has been cited internationally as an example of the scale of
socio-economically determined health inequalities, even in countries with
well-developed universal services.3 The size of the health gap in Scotland
varies by gender (generally greater for men), age group (being largest
among working-age adults) and cause of death.4

The relationship between poverty and health is complex. While
health in Scotland has been improving and poverty reducing overall,
health inequalities remain a major challenge, and some have been widen-
ing. Furthermore, it has been argued that relative income inequality is
harmful, not only for those in the poorest circumstances but also for soci-
ety as a whole. Wilkinson and Pickett demonstrate consistently strong
associations internationally between inequality in society and a wide range
of health and social outcomes, arguing that the wealthy too would expe-
rience benefits from a less unequal income structure.5

Focusing on the West of Scotland through the 1980s to 2000,
Glasgow became a more affluent and ‘middle-class’ city, but there were
widening health inequalities, particularly among men.6 It is often argued
that Glasgow’s health record is a consequence of the change in its econ-
omy and employment base, but comparative studies of the West of



Scotland with other post-industrial regions across Europe suggest that
while de-industrialisation has had an impact, there are clearly other factors
involved.7 Moreover, although income deprivation is no worse in Glasgow
than in Liverpool or Manchester, mortality rates are higher.8 Importantly,
this excess mortality is observed across the whole spectrum of depriva-
tion and among all ages, except the very young. In short, despite the
strong and pervasive links between poverty and ill health, income depri-
vation does not in and of itself explain Glasgow’s, and Scotland’s, poor
health. Other factors – as yet undetermined – seem to be at play. 

The policy context for tackling health inequalities 
in Scotland 

Health sits as a devolved power to the Scottish parliament. Although there
remains a number of dimensions that require UK or European Union-level
negotiation and action (eg, NHS terms and conditions, the GP contract,
aspects of food policy, and communicable disease control), the Scottish
government has significant discretion to tailor health policy to Scotland’s
context and particular health challenges. As a consequence, there is a
growing divergence between Scotland and the other countries of the UK
in terms of NHS structures and governance processes. The Scottish par-
liament arguably places greater weight on public health issues – as illus-
trated by being the first legislature in the UK to ban smoking in public
places and, more recently, in its cross-government commitment to add -
ressing health inequalities. 

Equally Well, the report of the Ministerial Task Force on Health Inequal -
ities, is the first Scottish policy focused exclusively on delivering more equal
health outcomes in Scotland.9 It recognises that approaches to improving
the health of the whole population will not necessarily result in its more equal
distribution. Those who are hardest to reach, or have the least resources
(whether material, social or psychological), are likely to be disadvantaged as
they often require a different, or more intensive, service or intervention. 

Equally Well contains 78 recommendations to ‘improve health and
other life outcomes for particularly vulnerable groups of people, who need
a cross-government and cross-sector approach from the service they rely
on’.10 All government directorates, not just health, have a role in delivery. 

In 2010, the Task Force reconvened to review progress and linkage
to other aspects of social policy, and to consider whether the recommen-
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dations remained relevant and deliverable in the current financial context.
This review emphasised that early intervention sits at the heart of this pol-
icy agenda, and restated the need for transformational change and col-
laborative approaches across different public services.11 In addition, the
case was made for fostering and promoting people’s assets and capaci-
ties for health and wellbeing.12

It is important briefly to highlight two other dimensions of the policy
context. First, a focus on equalities issues (including the impacts of socio-
economic circumstances on health) is now evident across a range of
Scottish health policies.13 Second, there are a number of issue-specific
policies, strategies and frameworks focused on priority public health chal-
lenges (alcohol, obesity and so on) that recognise the need for targeted,
as well as universal, approaches. 

Delivering better health outcomes for people 
in poverty 

Equally Well represents a strong policy context for action to reduce health
inequalities in Scotland. It does not simply represent ‘more of the same’.
It emphasises early intervention, reflects the chronic nature of the stress es
that lead to worse health outcomes for those in poverty, seeks to re-ori-
entate public services to deliver differently across the population, and
builds on current intelligence about priority issues and effective practice. It
has also secured ‘buy-in’ from across government – and therefore a
degree of leverage in all government directorates. There are no ‘quick
wins’ in any of this, however, as these approaches are to be implemented
against the backdrop of no improvement over decades in life expectancy
in our poorest communities. 

In our view, the primary challenges concern leadership and imple-
mentation. A particular sort of leadership will be required. Its characteris-
tics would include giving health and social outcomes an equal (or greater)
weight to that given to economic outcomes, and leading debate about the
type of society we want for Scotland in the future, recognising trade-offs
between efficiency and equity. Many of the established policy levers –
such as a focus on delivering cost-effective interventions and achieving
numerical targets – effectively militate against equitable outcomes by plac-
ing a premium on the ‘number’ (eg, the number of cases seen) regardless
of its composition (the level of need of those cases). Cost-effectiveness is
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clearly important and will become increasingly so as resources become
more scarce, but other considerations need to be given weight alongside
it. Leadership will need to be durable and sustainable across political and
organisational divides. That will require clarity and consensus around a
suitably broad set of principles that should underpin decision making for
population health.14

The implementation challenges are rather different. Awareness of
the health needs of people in poverty – and of the pathways between
poverty and health – is not sufficiently widespread. The implications of
these needs for services, and how they are delivered, are not yet well
enough articulated. Greater value needs to be put on the skills involved 
in working with different sectors and with communities. The incentives 
that reinforce behaviours that disadvantage poorer people should be 
challenged. The Equally Well test sites are seeking to do this in their 
different ways. Learning from such approaches needs to be spread 
widely. In addition, the danger of ‘lifestyle drift’ needs to be avoided
whereby, despite policy recognition of the structural and social dete -
rminants of health inequalities, implementation focuses on individual
behaviours.15

It is too early to say whether Equally Well, together with the two
other social policy pillars (Getting it Right for Every Child and Achieving
Our Potential) will deliver better health outcomes for people in poverty. But
it is already clear to us that, despite the favourable policy context, major
challenges exist in relation to implementation. Government has an impor-
tant role to play in this too.

What more could be done? 

Above all else, it needs to be emphasised that the health of Scotland’s
poorest people will not be improved, or health inequalities reduced,
through a series of programmatic interventions. Our policy prescription
(which reflects not only good public health intelligence but also current
economic realities) is therefore not about new initiatives, but about the
choices that need to be made to protect and support good health among
the most vulnerable in society.

First, there is scope for a renewed focus on the ‘social’. By this we
mean the place of social enterprise; the ways in which public spaces are
used; the fostering of volunteering and different employment models; the



accessibility of cultural and leisure activities; the building of social capital;
attention to intergenerational links and facilities; and much more. All of
these can contribute to the health of individuals, and also to community
and population health. 

Linked to this is the need to foster community-led approaches to
health, accompanied by attention to models of governance and commu-
nity leadership. There is growing recognition of the limited potential of cur-
rent models of support and care to achieve good health for all.
Community-led approaches can supplement public services, be empow-
ering to those involved, and be directly relevant and responsive to com-
munity needs and circumstances. At the time of writing, the Chief Medical
Officer is advocating that increased attention be paid to ‘assets’ and the
releasing of individual potential – crucially recognising these approaches
as a part of the remedy for reducing health inequalities. 

Third, policy needs to be future-oriented. Aspects of our way of life
and our current pattern of service provision are simply unsustainable, both
environmentally and economically. Examples include our ways of travel,
the growth in hospital-based healthcare, and our eating patterns. All have
implications for Scotland’s health, and there is an urgent need to establish
alternatives that support better health outcomes for all. 

Lastly, Scotland should continue to lead the way with brave public
health policy, emphasising early intervention and sustaining the policy focus
across parties and political terms. Scotland’s policy focus on health inequal-
ities has been regarded as an international exemplar. We need to maintain
that in order for our health outcomes to be regarded in the same way. 
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Twelve
Early years: getting it right 
for Scotland’s youngest 
citizens
Bronwen Cohen

Poverty in the early years

The highest levels of poverty in Scotland can be found in families with
young children.1 Indeed, young children account for nearly one-half of all
children and young people in poverty.2 After housing costs are taken into
account, young children’s risk of poverty is much higher than that of any
other major population group, including pensioners, and that risk is not
diminishing.3 Furthermore, many young children have endured poverty all
their young lives. The 2010 Growing up in Scotland report found that one-
quarter of three- and four-year-olds and one-fifth of five- and six-year-olds
were living in ‘persistently poor’ families over the four-year study period.4

There was little change in child poverty rates in Scotland between
2004/05 and 2008/09.5

Childrearing costs 

Having a baby and providing care during the early years has a big impact
on the income of families, and on women in particular. Maternity and
parental leave provisions still do not adequately compensate for the loss
of income during the child’s first year. While leave entitlement is potential-
ly long (up to a year), the period of relatively well-paid maternity leave is
short (six weeks at 90 per cent of pay). 

In the months after birth, the income of many families is affected by
the difficulty in accessing and affording childcare services. An annual sur-
vey on the costs of raising a child has charted a 43 per cent increase in
costs between 2003 and 2010.6 In Scotland, between 2008 and 2009,
the cost of a day nursery place for children aged two and under rose by



12 per cent.7 Childcare (for all ages) is the biggest single cost incurred by
families, and the loss of child benefit as a universal entitlement for every
child will compound the problem for some. 

Although Scotland, in common with the rest of the UK, has high
overall attendance rates for children in services for three- to five-year-olds,
UK statistics show that of working-age women with children aged under
five, 57 per cent were in employment, compared with 71 per cent of those
whose youngest child was aged five to ten.8 Thirty-eight per cent of all
women with dependent children worked part time – often in work that is
lower paid than men. 

If work is available, it needs to cover the costs of childcare to make
it worthwhile. Scottish parents spend, on average, more than £600 a
month for 25 hours of childcare a week, compared with Norway, where
parents’ fees are capped at 2,250 Norwegian krone – equivalent  to £387
a month for a full-time place.9

It is important to remember that some families (eg, those with a
child with additional support needs) will face extra costs and an increased
challenge of finding childcare, while those living in rural areas face
increased transport costs to access services for children.

Recent policy affecting poverty in early childhood

While child poverty figures have remained relatively static over the last five
years, much has been done over the last decade at a UK level to improve
parental leave and to support childcare in order to lift children out of
poverty by making it easier for parents of young children to continue to
work, or return to work. The introduction of tax credits and increased ben-
efits raised the incomes of the ‘working poor’ and the unemployed alike.

Pledges on eradicating child poverty were associated with substan-
tial amounts of funding through the Treasury’s Sure Start programme,
increases to maternity and paternity leave and pay, and extending entitle-
ment to universal, free, part-time nursery education for three-year-olds in
2004. There was also a two-year (2006–2008), limited, centrally funded
scheme offering free nursery places for disadvantaged two-year-olds in
Scotland.

In December 2008, the Scottish government and the Convention of
Scottish Local Authorities published the Early Years Framework. This was
developed within the new context of the concordat, which set out a new
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working relationship between national and local government and brought
the government-controlled ring-fencing of funds to an end. The framework
calls for ‘a new level of ambition in early years’, which ‘cannot be achieved
by a business as usual approach. Transformational change is required.’ It
asks for ‘a renewed focus on services from pregnancy through to age
three as the period of a child’s development that shapes future out-
comes’.10 The framework comes with no additional funds, however, and
its success will be measured by whether local authorities meet agreed tar-
gets in their single-outcome agreements. In June 2010, Scottish govern-
ment ministers reaffirmed their commitment to the early years by inviting
other top officials and frontline staff to sign a pledge to improve outcomes
for children, despite the financial climate.

The UK emergency Budget delivered by the coalition government in
autumn 2010 pledged not to reduce child poverty, but rather to ensure it
would not increase. The UK-funded health in pregnancy grant was abol-
ished and child benefit was frozen for three years.

Critical review of policy on poverty in early childhood 

Early years’ services and the workforce that staff them continue to be
divided between zero to two-year-olds (care) and three-year-olds to
school age (education). Those making up the workforce of the services for
under-three-year-olds (such as childminders and nursery staff) are often
themselves the ‘working poor’, with unstable and low incomes. Respons -
ibility for early years’ services development, crucial to strategic planning,
is also effectively split between Holyrood and Westminster, as the
Westminster Department for Work and Pensions provides tax credits to
help families in paid employment pay for childcare, while services are the
responsibility of the Scottish government. This makes any strategic
attempt to cap costs to parents and invest in more and higher quality pro-
vision very difficult, if not impossible. 

When a child does reach the age of three, the fragmented nature of
local early education and care often means parents must invest time and
money into a patchwork of childcare to make work possible. The fact that
there are limited part-time jobs (which often pay less than full-time work)
means it is not possible and not financially feasible for some parents, par-
ticularly lone parents, to return to work. 

The emergency Budget relies on an increase in child tax credit to
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mitigate cuts and price rises elsewhere. However, credits have to be
applied for and there is evidence that many families fail to take up tax
credits because they fear the consequences of overpayments that need
repaying and subsequently push families into debt.11

Targeting services on those most at risk of poverty is frequently
advocated – and the current economic climate has reinforced this. But, as
the OECD Starting Strong II report pointed out (echoed by Penn in her
later report for the European Commission), ‘targeted programmes segre-
gate, may stigmatise and generally fail to provide for many of the children
eligible for special programmes’.12 The latest Growing up in Scotland
report states that four in ten children experienced poverty at least once
during a four-year period, which suggests that poverty touches more chil-
dren than other point (or indeed place)-in-time studies imply, and that
many might be missed from traditional means of targeting support.

Policy prescriptions for 2011 and beyond 

So what should be done? Nothing less than a transformation in early
years’ policy and service delivery, which is nothing more than is stated in
the Early Years Framework. However, in order to achieve such change,
there needs to be full integration of services for the early years in terms of
access, funding, workforce, regulation and co-ordination. Research car-
ried out for the European project Working for Inclusion found that coun-
tries with low levels of child poverty also had the highest levels of early
childhood education and care services.13 These were delivered by a fully
integrated government system, with high take-up of universal entitlement
at a lower capped cost to parents, and by a highly qualified, well-paid and
integrated workforce. Such services are more effective in reaching families
with poor educational backgrounds and offer particularly high gains for
children under three – the age group most at risk of poverty. 

Can this happen in Scotland? It will require a more determined
approach to developing a fully integrated system, as well as revised devo-
lutionary arrangements to allow the Scottish government to invest direct-
ly in early years’ education and care services, and cap their costs to
parents. Scotland might do worse than look to the way Norway has devel-
oped its services – with a national goal to offer a kindergarten place, as a
right, to all children from the age of one (now achieved) and ring-fenced
funding to local authorities during the development stage (now ended).



And the experience of those countries that offer the best provision seems
to suggest that taxpayers perceive this as a good use of their local and
national income tax. For countries such as Sweden, this is central to their
vision of the role of early years’ services in delivering a ‘knowledge’ and
‘equal’ society. The current debate on new powers for the Scottish gov-
ernment and an early years’ framework that highlights the need for trans-
formational change offers an opportunity to bring our services into the
twenty-first century and our youngest citizens out of poverty. Let us hope
we take it. 
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Thirteen
Child poverty 
John Dickie

Introduction

One in four of Scotland’s children still live in poverty. Behind this dry sta-
tistic are tens of thousands of children whose health is being damaged,
education undermined and lives cut short because families lack the
resources needed to give their children a fair start in life. Such ongoing
poverty damages not just children themselves, but society as a whole. It
undermines social cohesion and wider wellbeing and imposes huge finan-
cial costs, with an estimated £1.5 billion of additional social expenditure
and lost tax revenue in Scotland alone.1

There is nothing inevitable about child poverty; it has been much
lower in the past, and is much lower across Europe today. This chapter
explores to what extent government at every level has tackled child pover-
ty since 2007 and sets out the action needed if targets to eradicate child
poverty in Scotland by 2020 are to be met.

Child poverty policy since 2007

In Poverty in Scotland 2007 it was argued that four key policy changes
were needed if child poverty was to be abolished: a greater focus on tack-
ling low pay and family-unfriendly practice in the workplace; increases in
benefits and tax credits; a rebalancing of targeted and universal support;
and greater attention to the role played by income inequality. Four years
on, what policy changes have we seen, and to what extent do they reflect
these four necessary shifts? 

Paid work has continued to be the key focus of child poverty pol icy.
Tax credits, including support with childcare (see Chapter 12), the nation-



al minimum wage and action to increase flexible working arrangements
have played a positive role, increasing the number of parents in work and
the financial rewards of that work. Yet at the same time, welfare ‘reforms’
(ratcheting up the conditions attached to benefit entitlement and shifting
people onto less generous benefits) have threatened family incomes and
failed to grapple with the real barriers to work. Rising unemployment has
since made accessing paid work even more problematic, particularly for
those with ill health, a disability or caring responsibilities. 

Meanwhile, for those able to find work, employment too often fails
to provide a route out of poverty. Half of children in poverty in Scotland live
in families where at least one adult is in work.2 Pay distribution remains
extraordinarily unequal, with women particularly disadvantaged, while
inflexible employment patterns and lack of childcare limit the number of
hours parents can work. 

Proposals from the UK coalition government include positive ideas
to reduce the financial barriers faced when moving into work (through
increased income disregards and more gentle tapers, enabling people to
keep more of their benefits as their earnings increase3), but continue to fail
to address wider job barriers and the need to protect those unable to work. 

In Scotland, work has also been at the heart of anti-poverty strat -
egy. The Scottish National Party (SNP) government set out a joint frame-
work with local authorities for tackling poverty, Achieving Our Potential.4

This included key commitments to making work pay by scoping action on
tackling pay inequalities in the public sector and promoting learning from
previous approaches to removing barriers to work, such as Working for
Families. Free school meals entitlement has also been extended to chil-
dren in working families with the lowest incomes. However, there are sig-
nificant concerns about the extent to which national ambitions are
translating into action at local level, given that much ring-fencing of
resources has been removed (such as those previously earmarked for the
Working for Families initiative) and the lack of any clear alternative mech-
anisms for monitoring local spending decisions for their impact on child
poverty. More positively, ministers have recently signaled a commitment to
ensure that all directly employed Scottish government and NHS workers
receive a ‘living wage’.5

The four years leading up to the 2010 UK general election saw inter-
mittent investment to boost benefits and tax credits. In Scotland, the gov-
ernment continued to promote welfare rights advice and information as an
important way of maximising incomes through funding new models of pro-
vision linked to health services for young families and those affected by
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cancer, as well as through specialist second-tier support to frontline work-
ers. However, concerns again remain about the adequacy of funding, and
the comprehensiveness of reach, of advice provision at local level. 

As a result of increases to benefits and tax credits, and action on
employment, there were around 100,000 fewer children living in poverty in
Scotland by 2008/09 compared with the mid-1990s.6 By 2010/11, the UK
government anticipated a fall in the number of children living in poverty
across the UK by perhaps as much as a million since 1998/99.7

Nevertheless, the current welfare safety net leaves many families well
below the poverty line, and many still fail to get the financial support to
which they are entitled – over one in six families failing to access tax cred-
its worth £150 million in Scotland alone.8 Worse still, the first coalition
Budget in June 2010, and the subsequent October Spending Review,
announced huge benefit cuts for those both in and out of work, impact-
ing hardest on the poorest families.9 Despite increases in the child element
of child tax credit, these cuts are likely to increase child poverty, unless
urgent action is taken to reverse their impact. 

The years since 2007 also saw tentative moves towards providing
more support through universal mechanisms that are more effective in
boosting take-up and reducing stigma than means-tested support.
Increases to child benefit, the introduction of health in pregnancy grants
and piloting of universal free school meals had been announced by the
previous UK Labour government, all of which would have played an
important role in preventing poverty by targeting support at all parents.
Meanwhile, in Scotland, the SNP government committed to rolling out free
school meals to all P1–P3 pupils, following a successful pilot that signifi-
cantly boosted take-up (including among those already entitled) and pos-
itively impacted on family budgets.10

However, such positive developments are currently being under-
mined. The Scottish government and local authorities have backtracked
on the roll-out of universal free school lunches in Scotland, and the new
UK government has proposed freezing and restricting entitlement to child
benefit as well as abolishing health in pregnancy grants. Similarly, imple-
mentation of Scottish government commitments to extend universal nurs-
ery provision in Scotland (important in providing quality early years
education and in giving parents greater flexibility to increase their hours at
work) has been scaled back.

An important recognition of the role that underlying income inequal-
ities play in driving poverty (including child poverty) came when a key sol-
idarity target ‘to increase overall income and the proportion of income
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earned by the three lowest income deciles as a group by 2017’ was set
within the Scottish government’s economic strategy. However, this has
not, so far, led to any change in the overall distribution of income.11 At UK
level there has been no specific commitment to address directly such
inequality, with coalition measures to date likely to increase it.

Perhaps the most significant wider developments in policy since
2007, prior to the 2010 UK election, have been the embedding of the
commitment to eradicate child poverty in law and an increased focus on
the role of local government. The 2010 Child Poverty Act places a duty on
the UK government to ensure targets to eradicate child poverty by 2020
are met, produce strategies setting out how it will do so, and report to
Parliament on progress. The Act also places a duty on the Scottish gov-
ernment to produce strategies setting out the measures it will take to con-
tribute towards UK targets. While legislation alone cannot eradicate
poverty, the Act is important in ensuring that eradicating child poverty is a
purpose of government, not just a particular ruling party, and that income
is central to defining that poverty.

The Act puts on statute a growing emphasis on the role of local gov-
ernment, with English local authorities required to assess need and pro-
duce local child poverty strategies. In Scotland, however, such a duty does
not apply. Instead, Achieving Our Potential is meant to act as the frame-
work for local authority action with single-outcome agreements providing
‘ . . .  the vehicle for describing how poverty is being tackled at a local level’.
However, while all single-outcome agreements discuss poverty, it is difficult
to identify strategic approaches to tackling child poverty (or pov erty gen-
erally). Only four councils explicitly state that tackling child pov erty is a pri-
ority and only two set a local outcome to reduce child poverty. Only one
refers to a child poverty strategy.12 At the same time, commitments by
local government and ministers to address poverty and reduce education-
al barriers through introducing a universal approach to free school meals
and reviewing school clothing grants, with a view to more con sistent and
generous provision, have either been scaled back or stalled altogether. 

2011 and beyond: what is needed now? 

A policy agenda dominated by unprecedented spending cuts means the
future for children in poverty may look bleak. However, the very real
progress that had been made in reducing child poverty stalled even as the



economy boomed and public spending rose. Just as a growing economy
and rising public spending were not, in themselves, the solution to child
poverty, recession, economic recovery and public spending cuts must 
not be a barrier to further progress. Politicians at every level need to
ensure that, whatever the overall level of resources available, spending
decisions and pay settlements focus on ensuring low-income families
have a fairer share, and that services are delivered in a way that does not
exclude children. 

In the short term, stronger mechanisms need to be put in place to
ensure Scottish government anti-poverty frameworks actually deliver at a
local level, while at UK level coalition commitments to fairness and ending
child poverty need to be backed by tax and spending decisions that con-
tribute to, rather than undermine, such ambitions. Every level of govern-
ment needs to pay as much attention to the tax levers at their disposal as
they do to cutting spending, both to ensure adequate resources to pro-
tect citizens from poverty and to address the unfair tax burden on our
poorest families.

Finally, politicians need to think beyond the immediate impact of
policy and assess the extent to which decisions made in the short term
will contribute to, or undermine, the creation of the conditions needed for
a Scotland genuinely free of child poverty. International evidence suggests
that a combination of high-quality labour markets, universal high-quality
services (including childcare), and high levels of social security support are
key conditions associated with low levels of poverty.13 While crucial
employment and social security levers remain at Westminster, Scottish
and local government also have an important role to play in fostering these
conditions, particularly in relation to improving the quality of employment
opportunities, the distribution of pay, and the protection and development
of universal approaches to service provision. 

Notes
1 D Hirsch, Estimating the Cost of Child Poverty in Scotland: approaches and evi-

dence, Scottish Government Social Research, 2008

2 A Parekh, P Kenway and T MacInnes, Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion

in Scotland 2010, Joseph Rowntree Foundation/New Policy Institute, 2010,

p10, Figure 4

3 Department for Work and Pensions, 21st Century Welfare, The Stationery

Office, 2010

4 Scottish Government, Achieving Our Potential: a framework to tackle poverty

and income inequality in Scotland, The Scottish Government, 2008

Child poverty 171



5 Scottish Parliament, Minutes of Proceedings Vol 3, No.70 Session 3, Thursday

29 April 2010

6 Scottish Government, Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland: 2008–09,

National Statistics, 2010, Annex 1, Table A1

7 Ending Child Poverty: mapping the route to 2020, 2010, p13

8 HM Revenue and Customs, Child Benefit, Child Tax Credit and Working Tax

Credit Take-up Rates 2007–08, 2010, Table 9

9 J Browne and P Levell, The Distributional Effect of Tax and Benefit Reforms to

be Introduced Between June 2010 and April 2014: a revised assessment,

Briefing Note BN108, Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2010

10 Scottish Government, Evaluation of the Free School Meals Trial for P1 to P3

Pupils, Scottish Government Social Research, 2008

11 Scottish Government, Scotland Performs, available at www.scotland.gov.uk/

about/scotperforms/purposes/solidarity, accessed September 2010

12 Single Outcome Agreements 2009: an analysis by members of the campaign to

End Child Poverty in Scotland, 2009, available at www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/

downloads/ECPSOAreport231109final/pdf

13 For example, E Hein, Flexicurity: can Scotland learn from Denmark? Presenta -

tion at ‘Punching Above our Weight? Smaller nations and regions in the fight

against poverty in Europe’, 24 September 2009. For more information, see

www.povertyalliance.org.uk

172 Poverty in Scotland 2011



Fourteen
Education: closing the 
achievement gap  
Claire Telfer

The nature and scale of the problem

One of the starkest inequalities in Scottish society is the poorer educa-
tional outcomes of children living in poverty, compared with children from
more affluent backgrounds. Low income in a family is a strong predictor
of low educational performance. Inequalities in educational outcomes are
apparent from the early years, with children living in poverty arriving at
school with significant disadvantages. Evidence has shown that children’s
attainment is already structured by social class at 22 months.1 By the age
of three, children in poverty are lagging one full year behind their better-off
peer group in terms of cognitive development, social skills and school
readiness. Further, by age six, initially low-achieving children from more
advantaged homes will tend initially to out perform high-achieving children
from less advantaged homes.2 Inequalities associated with poverty and
area deprivation widen by the time a child is age 10 and about to leave
primary school.3

By the time the most disadvantaged young people leave school, the
achievement gap is considerable. The average tariff scores of S4 pupils
decrease as deprivation increases.4 In 2008/09 children living in the least
deprived areas had much higher tariff scores (230) compared with those
living in the most deprived areas (124).5 This achievement gap has
remained static for the last six years. Failure to reach their educational
potential means that thousands of young people are leaving school with
no, or low, qualifications and skills. The achievement gap represents a
tremendous waste of talent. In economic terms, it has been estimated that
the cost to public services of under-achievement in education is around
£1 billion a year in Scotland.6



Policy 

The policy approach for combating the achievement gap must be seen in
the broader context of the long-term goal to eradicate child poverty by
2020. While there has been no explicit focus or strategy at Scottish gov-
ernment level to reduce educational inequalities or to improve education-
al outcomes for children in poverty since 2007, addressing inequalities in
attainment is noted as vital to meeting the 2020 goal in Achieving Our
Potential.7 Further, education is specified as one of the policy areas that
must be considered in developing the Scottish government’s strategy for
combating child poverty – a commitment in the UK government’s Child
Poverty Act 2010. Supporting the poorest children to succeed at school
and achieve their potential requires a cross-cutting and comprehensive
policy approach that addresses both school and non-school factors. 

In terms of non-school factors, research has found that the home
environment and the ability of parents to engage in their children’s learn-
ing are the key factors that determine young people’s educational out-
comes.8 Therefore, overarching policy initiatives designed to improve
outcomes for children and families and give children the best start in life
(discussed in the previous two chapters) are also pertinent to education.
Building on the ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’ approach for supporting
children, there has been a major policy focus on improving outcomes for
young children, and ensuring children reach school with the cognitive,
emotional and social capacities to learn, through the Scottish government
and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities Early Years Framework.9

This is in recognition that all the evidence points to the early years being
the most significant in determining children’s long-term outcomes (see
Chapter 12). This policy recognises that the cycles of poverty and inequal-
ity can be broken in and through the early years, and that supporting par-
ents and families in their parenting role is essential to nurturing positive
developmental and educational outcomes for children. Further, there has
been an explicit focus on increasing entitlement to formal pre-school edu-
cation. All three- and four-year-olds are currently entitled to 12 hours a
week of free pre-school education. The Scottish government committed
to extending this to 15 hours a week by 2010. 

In relation to school factors, the policy drive has focused on univer-
sal approaches that support all children to improve their educational out-
comes. Key policies include rebalancing the curriculum away from
knowledge to skills and wider achievement through implementing a
‘Curriculum for Excellence’. This approach provides for a broader under-
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standing of attainment and achievement. It recognises the need to
address under-achievement and to provide more choices and more
chances for all children and young people, particularly those from disad-
vantaged backgrounds. Another policy priority has been to reduce class
sizes for the earliest years of primary school (P1 to P3). This is seen as a
way of driving up standards for the youngest pupils. 

Critique

The broad approach that has driven policy implies that, by improving out-
comes for all children, this will in turn benefit the poorest children. However,
the persistence of the achievement gap implies that a ‘one size fits all’
approach at national level is not working. It suggests more targeted initia-
tives are needed. This would help focus the attention of key actors. A pol-
icy focus on tackling educational inequalities may also assist in articulating
the role of education policy in eradicating child poverty. It is acknowledged
that ‘only by reversing the historic trend in the poorest achieving least at
school can the government deliver the kind of impact needed to tackle
child poverty and the inter-generational cycle of poverty.’10

Evidence strongly suggests that in order to reduce later low
achieve ment, policy should focus on supporting parents to engage in their
children’s learning and to improve the home learning environment.11

There fore, the emphasis on delivering the Early Years Framework and sup-
porting parenting is welcome. A comprehensive early years and preven-
tion service in poor areas needs to be seen as a core part of tackling the
achievement gap. Furthermore, research has shown a critical gap in evi-
dence-based parent support programmes that impact on the poorest chil-
dren’s educational outcomes.12 It is most often the parents from lower
income groups who find it most difficult to engage in their children’s edu-
cation. This suggests that policy initiatives should look to address the gap
between children’s formal and informal learning opportunities, and support
parents to engage in their children’s learning to enhance their achievement
at school. This is particularly important at key transition points – eg, on
entering primary school. Expanding nursery provision is a welcome move,
as good quality early education experiences can have a positive impact on
children living in poverty and play a part in reducing later low achieve-
ment.13 The commitment to extend universal entitlement to three- and
four-year-olds to 15 hours a week from August 2010 has not been deliv-
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ered across Scotland. In order to help prevent educational inequalities at
an early stage, implementation of this policy should be prioritised.

In relation to the policy drive within schools, the objectives and over-
arching approach to curriculum reform are welcome. Implementation is at
an early stage and, therefore, it is too early to draw conclusions on the
extent to which this is having a positive impact on the educational out-
comes of children living in poverty. In addition to a policy focus, research
has supported the case for extra resources to be directed towards pupils
living in poverty. Studies have shown that this would impact directly on
pupils’ attainment and reduce the achievement gap if spent on initiatives
that are known to work, such as pupil support, a varied curriculum, 
supporting transitions from nursery to primary school and parenting 
support.14 There is some evidence that suggests that smaller class sizes
make a positive difference in the first two years of school.15 Delivering this
policy remains a challenge. There is still considerable debate about
whether this expensive policy is the most effective way of supporting chil-
dren to succeed at school. Some local authorities have decided not to pri-
oritise smaller class sizes, while others are committed to delivering it for at
least some pupils – eg, giving priority to implementation in deprived areas.
At national level, the Scottish government and the Convention of Scottish
Local Authorities has agreed that at least 20 per cent of P1–P3 children
are educated in classes of 18 pupils or less by 2010/11.16

Recommendations

While education is often a route out of poverty, the evidence suggests
that, for too many children, poverty is the route into educational under-
achievement. There is no one ‘magic bullet’ to resolve the systemic nature
of this, but existing evidence points to a number of steps that can be
taken. 

Firstly, there needs to be an explicit focus on improving the educa-
tional achievement of children in poverty. Further, the role of education in
eradicating child poverty needs to be clearly articulated in the Scottish
government’s child poverty strategy. 

Secondly, priority should be given to delivering evidence-based par-
enting programmes that support parents to engage in their children’s
learning. This would be more effective if delivered as part of a continuum
of early years and parenting support. Government should look to identify



and raise awareness of evidence-based parenting programmes that make
a difference to children’s educational outcomes. 

Thirdly, further investment needs to be made in high-quality early
education in deprived areas. This should begin with implementing the
extension of nursery entitlement to three- and four-year-olds and extend-
ing nursery places to two-year-olds. 

Fourthly, extra education investment needs to be directed towards
children living in poverty. This should be based on improving outcomes
and spent on interventions that have been proven to work.

Finally, schools and nurseries need to be more accountable for 
their role in the achievement of children living in poverty and school
inspectors need to be more focused on the achievement of children living
in poverty.
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Fifteen
Income maximisation: coping
with the cost of cancer and
disability in Scotland
Tommy Gorman

Scotland has an ageing population, which increasingly includes people liv-
ing with cancer or some other disabling long-term health condition. With
one in three people diagnosed with cancer at some point in their lives, the
cost of disability is something a modern Scotland cannot ignore.

People affected by cancer need support to navigate the benefits sys-
tem when their ability to do so is impaired through their illness. They often
also need support to ascertain their entitlements.1 That is why Macmillan 
is proactively developing advice partnerships throughout Scotland. 

Most opinion, including, for example, that of the Centre for Social
Justice, tends to support work as a route out of poverty and, more gen-
erally, to acknowledge the advantages for the individual and her/his fami-
ly of earning money through gainful employment.2 Despite some selective
examples of professional benefit fraud, it remains the case that the bene-
fits system is a safety net and not a route out of poverty. Consequently,
there is a primary focus on tackling worklessness in the drive to eradicate
poverty. What, however, of those who cannot work? 

Employment and support allowance (ESA) was introduced in
October 2008, replacing incapacity benefit and income support for peo-
ple unable to work because of long-term ill health or disability. At the time,
the government made assurances that the very sick or disabled (including
chemotherapy patients and terminally ill people) would be protected and
safeguards were included to protect these people. However, poor knowl-
edge of the ESA rules within Jobcentre Plus offices, poor systems and
poor understanding of cancer have resulted in many people with cancer
getting a poor deal.3

For many people affected by cancer and other long-term disabling
conditions, work is often not an option, and claiming the benefits to which
they are entitled is often difficult because they do not know what to claim
or how to apply.4 This is reflected in the amount of benefits that remain



unclaimed by older and disabled people in the UK – estimated at more
than £16 billion (made up of £10.5 billion in means-tested benefits and
£6.2 billion in tax credits) unpaid each year.5

Taking all six income-related benefits together for the UK,6 there
was between £6.9 billion and £12.7 billion left unclaimed in 2008/09 in the
UK, compared with the £38.1 billion of benefits claimed, representing
take-up by expenditure of between approximately 75 per cent and 85 per
cent. In 2007/08, there was between £6.3 billion and £10.5 billion left
unclaimed, compared with £35.2 billion that was claimed, representing
take-up by expenditure of around 77 per cent to 85 per cent.7

Macmillan Cancer Support has expertise designing welfare benefits
advice and financial support services for people affected by cancer and
other long-term conditions. It has been established by Macmillan, CPAG
and others that people affected by cancer and other disabling conditions
often require financial advice and support on a wide range of issues,
including employment rights, saving and borrowing, occupational pen-
sions, as well as accessing welfare benefits and meeting all the extra costs
associated with managing a serious illness. That is why Macmillan Cancer
Support has developed advice partnerships throughout Scotland. These
cancer-specific services should be viewed as ‘pathfinders’ that can be
extended to support other vulnerable groups.8

Financial concerns

Long-term illness frequently results in a drop in income as jobs are lost
and savings are eroded. People of working age with a cancer diagnosis
are six times more likely to report being unable to return to work because
of their health. Cancer survivors, in general, are more likely to have a lower
income and ongoing financial problems than the general population.9

Research has established that, for many people affected by cancer,
financial concerns are a significant cause of stress, in some cases, sec-
ond only to physical pain.10 Ninety-one per cent of people affected by
cancer in the UK experience a significant drop in income and an increase
in daily living expenditure as a direct consequence of a cancer diagnosis.
This is a situation also faced by many people who are affected by other
long-term disabling conditions.11 Managing a serious illness or disabling
condition can be expensive. Daily living costs are likely to increase as a
result of additional expenditure on, for instance, travelling to hospital, pre-
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scriptions, new clothing required because of sudden weight change,
increased telephone bills and heating costs. 

• Twenty per cent of all cancer patients experience difficulty in keeping
up with housing costs (mortgage/rent), with 6 per cent of patients los-
ing their homes as a direct consequence of their diagnosis.12

• People of working age with a cancer diagnosis are six times more like-
ly to report being unable to return to work because of their health, and
cancer survivors in general are more likely to have a lower income and
ongoing financial problems than the general population.13

However, a significant amount of benefits are unclaimed by disabled peo-
ple in Scotland, despite their legal entitlement to this financial safety net.
For instance, research confirmed that 64 per cent of people with a termi-
nal diagnosis did not access the benefits to which they were entitled.14

Given that there is strong evidence of the need for this financial support,
specialist welfare rights advice is vital for patients and families affected by
serious illness.

What has Macmillan delivered?

There is a clear demand for effective and responsive advice, advocacy
and benefits navigation for cancer patients who are not receiving the
financial support to which they are entitled. Macmillan Cancer Support
aspires to ensure that every person who is diagnosed with cancer or
experiences a long-term disabling condition has access to quality benefits
advice as a systematic, integral and routine part of their patient journey.
We aim to deliver early, targeted and ongoing interventions, with a focus
on high-volume client groups, through utilising the existing expertise,
knowledge and networks within partner organisations and augmenting,
where appropriate, through formal training.

In partnership with colleagues in local government, Citizens Advice,
NHS staff, the Pension, Disability and Carers Service, patient groups and
other key stakeholders (including the Scottish government and Chest,
Heart and Stroke Scotland), Macmillan services have delivered positive
financial outcomes for people affected by cancer throughout Scotland,
including remote and rural communities in the Highlands and Western Isles. 

Since 2005, Macmillan advisers in Scotland have supported over
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30,000 people affected by cancer to access over £90 million in benefits
and allowances that would have largely gone unclaimed. Approximately
74 per cent of these service users achieved an increase in weekly income.
One service led by West Dunbartonshire Council was launched at the
Beatson Cancer Treatment Centre, Glasgow, and supported over 900
cancer patients to claim over £2 million in benefits and allowances in the
first 13 months of its operation. 

The purpose of these partnership projects is to improve the bene-
fits advice given to cancer patients and to act as ‘pathfinders’ in the wider
development of financial advice and support services across Scotland. 

Looking ahead

Problems faced by claimants experiencing cancer and other long-term
conditions can only be addressed effectively if the revenue allocated to
provide support for disabled people in Scotland is fully claimed by those
with entitlement. They must have access to this safety net. In order to
achieve the best outcome for these people we must accurately establish
how much is being unclaimed, and by how many. 

We also need to establish firm principles that affirm the rights to
adequate financial support of disabled people. More specifically, there is a
need to assert and promote awareness of the need for a statutory right to
advice and support for:

• terminally ill people; 
• people assessed as severely disabled;
• certain categories of disabled children.

More generally, questions need to be raised about the effectiveness of the
distribution of the social security budget as it applies to people affected by
cancer and other long-term conditions in Scotland, and whether there
should be a greater fiscal role for Holyrood.

Financial stability in households dealing with the diagnosis and con-
sequences of cancer or a long-term disabling condition is a critical pre -
requis ite for supported self-management, vocational rehabilitation
(including return to work) and the improvement of general health. Access
to benefits is vital to this process. There are also confirmed advantages for
local economies as a by-product of effective welfare rights inter ventions.15



Information must be made easy to access and focused appropri-
ately to ensure that those affected by cancer and other long-term condi-
tions are supported in the process of claiming the money to which they
are entitled, or are simply empowered to manage their financial affairs.
More people are living with disability than ever before and so improving the
patient experience throughout this journey is crucial. In doing so, we can
ensure that vulnerable citizens are not financially excluded as a result of
circumstances beyond their control.

Scotland needs a well-informed national discussion with all key
agencies and stakeholders participating, with a view to making a signifi-
cant positive impact on the wellbeing of disabled people in Scotland.
Financial stability must be an important factor in this debate.
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Sixteen
Poverty and debt
Keith Dryburgh

‘It’s my own fault really, but debt is so worrying and it does have an effect 

on the way you live, the way you think. . .  and it does have a physical effect

on you too because of the amount of stress it puts you under. So debt is 

a nightmare.’

Citizens Advice Bureau debt client in 20081

If poverty is a trap into which individuals and families fall too easily, then
debt is a weight on them that often prevents escape. On a typical day in
Scotland, it is likely that 65 people will be made insolvent, Citizens Advice
Bureaux will deal with nearly 400 new debt problems, while countless oth-
ers will struggle to cope with mounting debts that affect their health and
close relationships.2

Iain Duncan Smith, the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions,
identified debt as one of the five key pathways into poverty.3 However, this
may be confusing cause and effect: poverty and low income are often a
pathway into debt. Low income too often entails a lack of access to main-
stream financial services and affordable credit; poorer access to debt
solutions; and greater vulnerability to relationship problems and income
shocks – all of which are major causes of debt. 

Both the Holyrood and Westminster governments have introduced
policy and legislation aimed at alleviating debt problems. This chapter
examines the extent to which these have been successful, arguing that
they have had a degree of success in addressing existing debt problems,
but have failed to prevent problems from occurring by not addressing the
causes of debt. 



Recent policy on debt

The Scottish government has concentrated on improving access to debt
solutions for those stuck in a cycle of debt. A spectrum of debt solutions
– including the debt arrangement scheme,4 the ‘low-income, low-assets’
route to bankruptcy,5 protected trust deeds6 and the recent certificate for
sequestration7 – have been proactive in helping those in financial diffi culty.
In particular, the ‘low-income, low-assets’ route into bankruptcy gives
those on a very low income the opportunity to make a fresh start without
debt. Prior to these initiatives, those unable to repay their debts had to
wait for their creditors to take formal action against them, a process that
could take several years. The Scottish government has also made provi-
sions to expand money advice through the Money Advice Training Re -
sources, Information and Consultancy Service (MATRICS), run by Citizens
Advice Scotland, and Money Advice Scotland, which has made a positive
contribution to tackling debt problems. 

The UK government has focused on addressing financial exclusion.
People unable to access mainstream financial services face financial dis-
advantages which can lead to indebtedness, including higher interest
credit, lack of insurance, having no account into which income can be
paid and higher cost utilities.8 The UK government set out its strategy to
tackle financial exclusion in Financial Inclusion: the way forward.9 The
report outlines its belief that everyone should be able to manage their
money effectively and securely through access to a bank account. The
strategy also made provision to expand third-sector lending and money
advice provision. 

Impact of policy

The Scottish government’s initiatives on debt have increased access to
vital debt solutions for many low-income households stuck in a cycle of
debt. A growing number of people in debt (1,417 in 2009/1010) are suc-
cessfully using the debt arrangement scheme to repay their debts. In
2009/10, over 6,500 people were made insolvent through ‘low-income,
low-assets’,11 the majority of whom would not have had access to a debt
solution prior to its introduction in 2008. However, people with very low
incomes are still struggling to access debt solutions because of the £100
fee required to access ‘low-income, low-assets’, and the high fees
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involved in protected trust deeds. Recent evidence has shown that 50 per
cent of fees paid towards trust deeds are taken by insolvency practition-
ers, thereby making this debt solution unaffordable for many.12

While the Scottish government has had relative success in improv-
ing debt solutions for those on low incomes, there has been less focus on
the causes of unmanageable debt. Research with Citizens Advice
Bureaux found that over half of debt clients felt that low income was a
main reason for their financial difficulties.13 Debt problems also frequently
arise from changes in family circumstances that reduce clients’ incomes –
job loss, relationship breakdown, health problems, and a higher cost of liv-
ing can all turn manageable credit into unmanageable debt. Access to
debt solutions can help alleviate the problems of debt, but does little to
address the causes of debt for those on a low income. 

The UK government’s attempts to break the link between low
income and debt through financial inclusion have been relatively success-
ful in its stated aims. The proportion of people in Scotland with access to
a bank account increased from 86 per cent to 91 per cent between 1999
and 2008,14 thereby theoretically increasing access to affordable credit
and the other benefits of financial inclusion. 

However, it is questionable whether having a bank account consti-
tutes true financial inclusion for those on low incomes. Despite an increase
in the number of low-income consumers accessing mainstream financial
services, their level of income and credit requirements mean that they are
still less likely to have access to low-interest mainstream credit.15 Instead,
they have had to rely more on higher cost credit options, such as home
credit and doorstep loans, high-interest credit cards, pay-day advances,
cash converter lenders, and rent-to-own retailers. These sources of cred-
it are expensive, with annual percentage rates commonly reaching three
or even four figures, and can lead to intractable debt problems among
those on a low income. The ‘credit crunch’ and the resulting recession
have further tightened the availability of credit and are likely to lead to
greater use of high-cost credit options. Greater access to mainstream
financial services through basic bank accounts has yet to address the
problem of access to affordable low-interest credit. 

Indeed, being part of the financial mainstream can actually add to
debt problems. Government policies and initiatives on debt have failed to
address the ongoing problems of high overdraft charges. Legal proceed-
ings between the Office of Fair Trading and UK banks ended in the
Supreme Court in 2009, with a decision that confirmed the status quo and
left consumers vulnerable to unfair charges.16 Low-income consumers are
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disproportionately affected by overdraft charges as they are more likely 
to incur a charge and will have a greater proportion of their income taken
by it.17

Policy prescriptions

Recent UK and Scottish government policy has concentrated on the dual
aims of improving access to debt solutions for those whose credit obliga-
tions have become unmanageable, and achieving financial inclusion for
those on low incomes. Many of these initiatives have helped those on low
incomes to escape debt and to gain a foothold in the financial main-
stream. However, there has been too little policy intervention on many of
the causes of debt – such as low income, lack of access to affordable
credit, family breakdown and poor creditor behaviour – meaning that the
flow of debtors has continued unabated. In a ten-year period, the number
of clients approaching Citizens Advice Bureaux in Scotland with debt
problems has doubled, while the amount of debt brought by these clients
has increased more than ten-fold. Bureaux debt clients – most of whom
are on a low income – have considerably more debt in relation to their
income compared with five and ten years ago.18

Future policy and legislation on debt must continue to open access
to debt solutions while addressing the causes of debt for those on low
incomes. The process of financial inclusion must continue to ensure that
those with a low income gain the full benefits of inclusion in the financial
mainstream. Finally, in a country that is entering a period of austerity,
money advice must be adequately resourced to deal with the increasing
number of people who will be affected by redundancies and benefit cuts. 

Poverty and debt are intrinsically linked, with one often leading to
the other. It is only by dealing with the causes of debt that this link can be
broken. Prevention remains the best remedy. 
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Seventeen
Poverty and the environment:
environmental injustice
Eurig Scandrett

The environment and poverty

The environment has become part of public policy due to pressure from
environmental campaigning groups. However, the worst environmental
pollution is experienced by people who are poor or socially excluded,
whose voices are largely absent from both policy making and environ-
mental groups. In Scotland, 20 per cent of the most deprived population
live within one kilometre of a source of industrial pollution, and the poor-
est decile are 65 times more likely to live close to a polluting energy instal-
lation than the richest decile.1 The term ‘environmental justice’ was first
used in the USA in campaigns against environmental racism, where toxic
waste dumps are disproportionately located in black and minority com-
munities.2 Throughout the world, ‘environmentalism of the poor’ is regard-
ed by some as a major global social force.3

In Scotland, the link between poverty and environmental damage
became a significant issue for Jack McConnell’s executive between 2002
and 2007 and was reflected in a number of speeches he gave as First Minis -
ter, couching environmental issues in the language of social democracy:4

. . .  the people who have the most urgent environmental concerns in

Scotland are those who daily cope with the consequences of a poor qual ity

of life, and live in a rotten environment – close to industrial pollution, plagued

by vehicle emissions, streets filled by litter and walls covered in graffiti . . .

I believe the biggest challenge for the early twenty-first century [for demo -

crats on the left of centre] is to combine economic progress with social and

environmental justice.

While McConnell attempted to address the symptoms of environmental
injustice by linking environmental and social policy, his executive failed to
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locate the causes of environmental injustice in economic decisions, so
policies designed to deliver economic progress took no account of these.
For the Scottish National Party (SNP) government, environmental policy
has again been segregated from social and economic policy, and the
interconnecting policy issue of environmental justice has disappeared
from the political agenda. However, it is only by understanding environ-
mental and social problems as interconnected with economic develop-
ment that environmental justice can be addressed.

The causes of environmental injustice

An important legacy of McConnell’s executive is research into correlations
between poverty and environmental damage in Scotland. In 2005,
Investigating Environmental Justice in Scotland concluded:5

For industrial pollution, derelict land and river water quality there is a strong

relationship with deprivation. People in the most deprived areas are far more

likely to be living near to these sources of potential negative environmental

impact than people in less deprived areas . . . People living in the most

deprived areas are more likely to experience the poorest air quality than

those living in less deprived areas. 

This research was a snapshot of the situation early in the twenty-first cen-
tury and was not designed to identify the causes of these injustices.
Economists have long recognised the tendency of markets to cause unin-
tended costs to the environment, known as ‘externalities’. Such costs are
most likely to fall on people and places with the least influence on the mar-
ket (the unemployed and low-waged) and the least valued, most vulnera-
ble and already damaged environments.

The dominant approach to addressing externalities across Europe
emphasises market solutions rather than publicly funded regulation. By
attaching a price to polluting activity, businesses, public bodies and
house holds have an economic incentive to reduce pollution. Such
approaches may have some environmental benefits, although they do lit-
tle to prevent costs being shifted onto the poor. Indeed, as costs rise and
businesses look for the cheapest way to cut pollution, this approach may
exacerbate the impact on the poor – eg, carbon offsetting through pollut-
ing ‘development’ projects in the global South.6
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Recent developments in environmental policy 

Alex Salmond’s government’s record on environmental policy since 2007
has been inconsistent and has shown limited interest in the environmen-
tal impacts on the poor. On transport, for example, it has abolished bridge
tolls, opposed road pricing and attempted to cancel Edinburgh’s trams.
Two-thirds of households earning under £10,000 have no access to a car
and, according to transport pressure group Transform Scotland, ‘trans-
port policies that prioritise reliance on the use of cars will therefore
adversely affect low-income groups’.7 On the other hand, the government
has backed the electrification of key rail routes and new line development.
It has abolished development funds for both air and bus travel which
would have benefited the wealthy and the poorest respectively. 

Support for the SNP’s first Budget allowed Green Party MSPs to
lever the introduction of a £27.4 million Climate Challenge Fund, which
has supported 250 community-based projects. Some of these incorpo-
rate anti-poverty initiatives, such as the North Edinburgh Trust, which has
used Climate Challenge funding to build on its fuel poverty work, raising
the issue of climate change using an anti-poverty approach. Through con-
certed lobbying, in May 2009, the Climate Change Act mandated
demand ing targets for carbon dioxide reduction. If achieved, these reduc-
tions would be good news for the world’s poor who experience the main
impact of climate change, although the government’s first attempt to set
annual targets was rejected in Parliament as being too weak. An Energy
Assistance Package has been introduced, with a view to better target fuel
poverty. However, where market instruments are used to identify the
cheapest source of carbon reductions, this could be bad news for the
poor in Scotland. The government has already delayed its energy efficien-
cy action plan, that would benefit the poor, who spend a higher propor-
tion of income on fuel.

Scotland’s Zero Waste Plan employs a range of voluntary and mar-
ket instruments, but also includes regulation of businesses.8 However, it
contains no acknowledgement of the socially unequal production of
waste. The poorest tenth of the population are eight times more likely than
the richest tenth to live next to polluting waste facilities.9

Development planning is where decisions are made which deter-
mine the location of polluting developments and, therefore, is key in the
struggle for environmental justice. Robust planning control is essential to
prevent polluting developments being located beside poor communities
where land and labour are cheap. A major reform of planning in Scotland
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was initiated by the McConnell executive and continued under the
Salmond government, with a view to delivering a ‘more inclusive and effi-
cient planning system, to support the Scottish government’s central pur-
pose of sustainable economic growth’.10 This reform has attempted to
address two, apparently contradictory, pressures: to improve consultation
with those who would be affected by the development (‘inclusive’) and to
speed up decisions on developments (‘efficient’). The first of these could
prevent dirty industries being dumped on poor communities, and citizens’
groups are monitoring progress on this.11 Although it is too early to assess
the impact, there are concerns that, although developers are communi-
cating their plans sooner, they are not addressing people’s objections.
Particularly problematic are ‘national developments’ (proposals regarded
as having major national importance), so that decisions are made directly
by the minister over the heads of local authorities and the communities
most directly affected. To date, two national developments have been
chall enged: Hunterston coal-fired power station and Cockenzie gas-fired
power station. 

Opportunities for environmental justice

It is essential to acknowledge the reality of environmental injustice in order
to address the disproportionate impact of environmental damage on the
poorest. Although Jack McConnell made steps towards this, his govern-
ment failed adequately to connect social and environmental concerns with
economic development, which remained oriented to market flexibility and
minimal regulation. A structural transformation in the economy is needed
to prevent environmental costs being shifted onto the poor. 

There are many policy initiatives that could be taken up by any
Scottish government. Investment in public transport and away from air-
ports and roads would benefit the poor and the environment. As the price
of energy inevitably escalates, improving efficiency rating in the social
housing sector is a relatively cheap way to tackle fuel poverty and reduce
carbon emissions. The Green New Deal proposes a range of initiatives led
by public sector investment to tackle poverty and environment-related
problems while generating jobs.12 A sustainable conversion agency could
bring together government, business, trade unions, community organisa-
tions and technical experts to identify ‘just transition’ arrangements to shift
workers into alternative employment while closing down polluting indus-
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tries, and stimulate a different kind of economic development based on
social benefit.13

Regulation of polluters must be a key tool for environmental justice.
The Scottish Environment Protection Agency should be more accountable to
poor communities most at risk of pollution, and should explicitly report on
progress against environmental inequalities. The Agency should also be
tougher on polluters. SNP backbencher Bill Wilson’s private member’s Equity
Fines Bill would be a significant step in bringing corporations to account. 

Despite recent failings, the development planning process presents
a means to work toward environmental justice in Scotland. In the short
term, the obligation of developers to consult local communities needs to
be strengthened. The right to appeal decisions, which developers enjoy,
should be extended to objectors. The national development category
should be revised to prevent local communities being sacrificed for a com-
bination of political expediency and commercial benefit. However, a medi-
um term aim should be to move away from the adversarial planning
sys tem, in which communities are pitted against well-resourced develop-
ers, towards multi-criteria analysis which can equalise power relationships
between stakeholders in deciding what kind of development best meets
their collective aspirations. 

Pressure from campaign groups is necessary to resist environmen-
tal injustice. With the disappearance of environmental justice policies from
the Salmond government, environmental non-governmental organisations
have taken a less explicit approach to poverty issues. On the other hand,
there has been some grassroots community action against environmental
injustice, notably open-cast coal and incinerator developments,14 and
some promising connections between environmental protests and anti-
poverty protests, and also with trade union hazards campaigns. Such
alliances push against the economic logic of dumping on the poorest and
increase pressure for policy on environmental justice.
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Eighteen
Rural poverty
John H McKendrick

The best of times? 

The installation of the Scottish National Party (SNP) as a minority Scottish
government, following the third Scottish parliamentary elections on 3 May
2007, would have been welcomed in many parts of rural Scotland.
Notwithstanding iconic electoral successes in urban Scotland, the core
support for the SNP stretches across the rural heartland of Scotland in a
large swathe of constituencies stretching from Argyll and Bute in the south
west to Banff and Buchan in the north east. Surely, a government whose
party support is rooted in rural Scotland would know how best to tackle
the problem of poverty in rural Scotland?

Rural poverty and deprivation in Scotland

One in seven people – 160,000 individuals – living in rural areas in Scot -
land is estimated to be living in income poverty.1 Rural Scotland also con-
tributes a significant share of overall poverty in Scotland: one in every six
people experiencing poverty in Scotland lives in a rural area. Far too many
and far too high a proportion of Scotland’s rural population are living on an
income that is insufficient to meet their needs. Although Scottish govern-
ment data suggests that income poverty has fallen in rural Scotland in
recent years (from 17 per cent in 2005/06 to 14 per cent in 2007/08) and
that the level of poverty is lower in rural than in urban Scotland (18 per
cent for urban Scotland in 2007/08), Scotland clearly has a substantial
rural poverty problem that should be addressed. 

Aggregate numbers alone do not convey the nature and depth of
the problems of poverty and deprivation in rural Scotland. There are par-
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ticularities of rural living, which may exacerbate the problems of living in
rural Scotland. For example:

• Higher cost of living. Food and transport fuel, in particular, cost more
in rural areas.2

• Higher levels of consumption. More money is required to heat the
older and less energy efficient homes in rural areas and the greater dis-
tances to employment and services mean more money must be spent
on transport.3

• Fewer opportunities to earn an adequate income. Although
employment rates compare favourably with urban areas, low pay, sea-
sonal employment and the historical low take-up of welfare benefits in
rural areas each depress household income. To earn an adequate
income is more likely to require multiple jobs.4

• Dispersed ‘invisible’ deprivation. Many rural communities appear
affluent and thriving, yet deprivation exists beneath this veneer.
Deprivation in rural areas is not clustered, but can be spread over con-
siderable distances and can be found adjacent to affluence.5

• Culture of independence and self-reliance. Independence and self-
sufficiency are more highly valued in rural areas, making it more likely
that unmet need is unknown need to policy makers and service
providers.6

• Gender pay issues. Research shows that part-time work is favoured
by women in order to balance other commitments. In rural areas, part-
time work tends to be low paid and below workers’ skill levels and
qualifications.7

• Access. Access issues compound and exacerbate need in rural areas. 

Words: rural focus by government in Scotland

Like its predecessors, this Scottish government has, at times, acknowl-
edged the problem of rural poverty in Scotland. For example, there is
explicit acknowledgement in Achieving Our Potential, the framework to
tackle poverty and income inequality, of the importance of the rural dimen-
sion.8 For example: ‘Poverty is most visible in disadvantaged communities
in urban Scotland, but it is no less real in rural areas.’9 Data on rural pov -
erty in Scotland is published more prominently than before.10 Government
has also been active in commissioning work to advance our understand-
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ing of rural poverty in Scotland, notably reports on: the possibility of devel-
oping rural performance indicators;11 a desk-based review of research on
living with poverty in rural Scotland;12 and qualitative research to explore
the experiences of poverty in rural Scotland. The latter reached strong
conclusions on the nature of rural problems in Scotland:13

A lack of opportunities for employment and training limits individuals’ options

for increasing their household income and moving out of poverty. With low-

skill, low-pay jobs dominating the rural economy, the route out of poverty for

vulnerable groups is, therefore, more challenging. (p67)

The main conclusion of the study is that people in rural areas have to spend

proportionately more on transport and goods and are less frequently pro-

vided with services than their urban counterparts. For people on low

incomes, this has negative effects aggravating the experience of poverty and

reducing available income significantly. (p69)

However, tackling poverty was less prominent when the Scottish govern-
ment sought to engage rural stakeholders to canvass their thoughts on
how rural Scotland can best contribute to the national purpose. To inform
this consultation, a working group was brought together by the Rural
Development Council to prepare a consultation document that would
inform the rural economic development strategy. One of the briefings that
the working group considered as part of the evidence was a report on the
work of Highlands and Islands Enterprise in developing its Fragile Areas
Index.14 Although inclusion of such work in the thinking behind the result-
ing consultation document, Speak Up for Rural Scot land,15 seems indica-
tive of a will to address the broader problems of poverty, inequality and
deprivation in rural Scotland, it is perhaps telling that none of these words
are mentioned in the Speak Up for Rural Scotland report. 

In its Poverty in Scotland report,16 the Scottish Affairs Committee of
the UK parliament identified three problems – one of which was rural
poverty. The report focuses on the problems of ‘income and employment’
and ‘service provision’ in rural Scotland, and five of the 36 conclusions
and recommendations make explicit reference to the problem of poverty
in rural Scotland. Conclusion 24 summarises the challenge:

We conclude that rural poverty presents its own challenges, which will not

be solved by an approach tailored to the small pockets of deprivation char-

acteristic of urban poverty. It is vital that the Government’s anti-poverty poli-
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cies are subject to ‘rural proofing’ . . . Greater investment in outreach is

required to ensure that geographically dispersed communities have equal

access to services.

Rural poverty in Scotland is not invisible to government.

Action: rural action by local and Scottish government
in Scotland

The Scottish government’s anti-poverty interventions have impacted on
rural areas. The Convention of Scottish Local Authorities’ Tackling Poverty
Rural Network acknowledge, this in its review of Achieving Our Potential,
in particular valuing interventions such as those through the Fairer Scot -
land Fund and ‘More Choices, More Chances’ that emphasised support-
ing individuals in poverty. Although such interventions must still negotiate
the structural and geographical barriers in rural Scotland that make the
realisation of opportunity more problematic (eg, greater distances to trav-
el at greater cost and, in general, fewer available opportunities), this desire
to formulate policy in a manner that is closer to particular circumstances
is welcomed as more appropriate to the challenges faced by rural
Scotland. In this vein, according local government a central role in tack-
ling local poverty (the concordat approach) should be welcomed too.

However, the rise of the local in tackling rural poverty in Scotland,
together with the ‘mainstreaming’ of rural policy by the Scottish govern-
ment have (perhaps inadvertently) conspired to create a rural silence on
the national policy front. Many important policy documents make little or
no reference to specifically rural issues. For example, Equally Well makes
one reference to ‘rural’ in 83 pages – and none at all in the 2010 review.18

Indeed, even the Tackling Poverty Board makes no reference to the par-
ticularities of rural poverty in its May 2010 monitoring review of Achieving
Our Potential (other than to note that the Convention of Scottish Local
Authorities had established the Tackling Poverty Rural Network).19 The
rural silence is perhaps understandable given the government approach.
However, it is ominous when added to the dearth of attention to rural
poverty in Speak Up for Rural Scotland. 
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Key issues to address

Despite some welcome reductions in the level of poverty in rural Scotland
and the awareness of the Scottish government to the problem of rural
poverty, each of the five action points identified in the essay on rural pover-
ty in the 2007 edition of Poverty in Scotland persist as issues outstanding.
We still need to do the following.

• Take rural anti-poverty activity more seriously in the fight against
poverty in Scotland. There is a need for a coherent, concerted strat-
egy to tackle the particularities of rural poverty – in all of its guises –
across Scotland.

• Tackle low pay in rural Scotland. For example, the median wage paid
to men in rural Scotland is unacceptably lower than that paid to men
in urban Scotland.

• Articulate the role of the rural in Scottish anti-poverty strategies.
As we have noted, Achieving Our Potential is sensitive to the rural
chall enge. However, there is a need to ‘rural proof’ each specific anti-
poverty intervention in order to ensure that the rural dimension is not
being overlooked or marginalised.

• Use sophistication in understanding poverty statistics. We must
continue to guard against crude interpretation of data leading to the
erroneous conclusion that poverty is not a pressing problem in rural
Scotland.

• Introduce a measure of rural deprivation. The Scottish Index of
Multiple Deprivation is an excellent addition to the resources which aim
to understand better the social inequities in Scotland. However, the
focus on small area deprivation tends to undermine and underestimate
the prevalence of household multiple deprivation in rural Scotland.

In conclusion, there appears to be the will to tackle rural poverty in
Scotland. What is less clear is whether this will is being translated into
effective government action. Who can say whether the interventions of the
Scottish government – and of the concordat approach of the Scottish
government and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities – has made
inroads into tackling rural poverty in Scotland in recent years? There is a
need to 'rural proof' national policy and to seek more definitive answers to
the question of whether poverty is being effectively tackled through nation-
al and local policy in rural Scotland.
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Nineteen
Cultural participation
Richard Holloway

Losing our way

The most dramatic characteristic of the human species is our brilliant rest-
lessness, leading to revolution after revolution in the way we work and
organise ourselves. Unfortunately, it is the vulnerable in any society who
bear most of the cost of these changes. In Scotland, it is the death of heavy
industry that has devastated people experiencing poverty. Heavy industry
has been replaced by the knowledge economy, and we are only now try-
ing to catch up with its consequential impact upon the less well educated. 

As if that were not enough, social change has combined with this
economic revolution to destroy the cultural cohesion of the most vulnera-
ble sections of our society. When the cultural revolution of the sixties and
seventies met the economic revolution of the eighties and nineties, a
potent instrument of change was created that has transformed the social
landscape of Scotland (and Britain), and its most devastating impact has
been on young, uneducated, workless men. The institutions that once
gave them a motive for responsible living, such as holding down a tough,
demanding job with its own culture and honour, and presiding within a
marriage and family that was the primary context for the nurture and
socialisation of children, have largely disappeared, and with them, the
main ways the human community traditionally disciplined and integrated
children into the social contract. 

Counting the cost of cultural decline

This shattering of the structures that once gave people experiencing pov -
erty significance and purpose has created a breeding ground for despair



that prompts the kind of destructive behaviour that only reinforces their
alienation. When most people were impoverished there was a cama-
raderie and cultural cohesion in belonging to the working class, giving
them a strength and pride, fortifying them in the face of the structures that
excluded them. But in a society where most people are prosperous, and
the poor are a minority whose culture has disintegrated, the pain and
anger they feel is heightened. The devastation these social and industrial
revolutions have caused to traditional working-class communities has
been heartbreaking. 

Welfare dependency, and lack of work, is expensive not only on the
lives it stunts, but on its impact on the public purse. A National Audit Office
report on youth offending in 2004 estimated that it can cost up to
£185,000 a year to keep a young person in secure accommodation.1 This
is a staggering sum. If we could find new and imaginative ways of keep-
ing children out of custody, we could save them a lot of misery, and our-
selves a lot of money. We know that more equal societies are happier and
healthier for everyone, and that unequal societies are more dangerous and
miserable for everyone.2 Surely, if we willed it, we could find ways to turn
those damaged and despairing communities around. It took generations
to destroy the spiritual and cultural fabric of these communities, and it will
take generations to restore them. Is there, somewhere, a process of slow,
organic, revolutionary change that might overcome this damaging legacy
and build new communities?

Inspiration from afar

The Simón Bolivar National Youth Orchestra of Venezuela3 has not only
taken the world of classical music by storm, it has provoked interest
among social reformers as a possible model for reaching out to young
people who had been discarded and alienated by the social and industri-
al revolutions that had rushed like hurricanes through the fabric of British
society. The music is miracle enough, but the greater miracle is the pur-
pose that lies behind it, and the impact it has had on the half a million chil-
dren who have gone through it and the quarter of a million children aged
two to 25 who are currently in the programme, in a network of 125 youth
orchestras, all in a country that did not get its first conservatoire until the
1920s. What began with 11 young people in a backstreet garage in
Caracas as an attempt to make the glories of classical music available to
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ordinary Venezuelans soon metamorphosed into one of the most effective
and revolutionary programmes of social transformation on our troubled
and unequal planet. 

El Sistema comes to Raploch

The programme was driven by the El Sistema method. El Sistema gets
children playing again, playing arduously. There are three aspects of the
method that are instructive. In the classical European musical pedagogy,
children learn to play a musical instrument in private tutorials. After years
of solitary practice, if they are good enough, they will graduate to an
orchestra. El Sistema turns this paradigm upside down, by placing chil-
dren in orchestras from the very beginning. I have watched Venezuelan
children aged two, dummies firmly in their mouths, solemnly bowing tiny
violins with intense concentration. The other two aspects of this revolution
are intensity and immersion. What we have to do here is find a more pow-
erful and dominant social reality for the children than the one that is dam-
aging them: the orchestra offers a complete alternative reality, day in and
day out. It is this intense immersion in the orchestra and in the beauty of
music that is the key to its revolutionary success in socialising children into
disciplined, co-operative human beings, who discover pleasure in effort,
and joy in the exultation of music. 

After a visit to Venezuela in 2006 to study El Sistema, I came back
to Scotland determined to see if it could work here. We formed a board
and registered ourselves as a charity. We raised enough money to hire a
gifted young woman as director of the project. In Raploch, we found a
community in Scotland that was regenerating itself after a difficult history,
and was keen to let us try the experiment with it.4 But I did not want us
just to be another youth music initiative inspired by El Sistema: I wanted
us to be El Sistema in Scotland. We signed a covenant with Venezuela
and sent our newly hired team of musicians to Venezuela, not only to gain
some training in their approach, but to get the vibe, be evangelised, be
motivated by what they saw. 

After two years of intensive effort, we are already seeing significant
changes not only in the lives of the children, but also in the pride the local
community takes in its achievements. The Scottish government has paid
for a research organisation to evaluate and report on the impact of the
work on the children and the local community. However, though there
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have already been considerable improvements in measurable ways, we
know it will take decades of patient and passionate work to make the kind
of enduring change we expect to see in the lives of generations of chil-
dren.

It is evident that the Venezuelan miracle is working in Scotland, a
very different society with a very different culture. It works because chil-
dren are children everywhere, and they know in their hearts how to play,
creatively, redeemingly, if given half a chance: that is the chance we are
giving them.

Towards a beginning

Local authorities sincerely do what they can to patch up their fractured
communities and respond to local needs. However, might they have got
things the wrong way round? The scandal of our policy towards troubled
children is that we only start cascading significant financial resources into
their lives when problems emerge and they start offending. Then we can
find fortunes to feed them through the human shredder that is the British
penal system. If we are not to go on losing generations of children to alien-
ation and criminality, we have to find another way. El Sistema in Scotland
shows us that putting money into cultural solutions may be the answer we
seek. We have at least made a beginning, and the children of Venezuela
are teaching the children of Scotland how to play again.

This chapter is largely based on the Simón Bolivar Lecture, which I deliv-
ered on 9 June 2009.4

Notes
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Poverty and participation:
progress in Scotland 
Peter Kelly

We urge the Government to ensure that policy on poverty is informed by the

views of those living on low incomes. 

Scottish Affairs Committee, 2007, p15

Getting the voices of people with experience of poverty into the policy-
making process has become an increasingly important part of the activity
of many campaigners over the last ten years.1 Across numerous policy
areas, there has also been a growing desire for ‘participation’, ‘engage-
ment’ and ‘community involvement’ as a means to achieve better solu-
tions to problems, and legitimacy for actions to tackle them. Both inside
and outside government, there is a broad and growing consensus that
‘participation’ matters. 

The right to be heard

‘Participation’ is hardly a new idea.2 The election of New Labour to 
government in 1997 saw a significant strengthening of the appeal to com-
munity, with many programmes, particularly in the areas of social inclusion
and urban regeneration, which regarded community involvement as a vital
element in their development and delivery.3 There are many reasons for
promoting community participation: addressing the democratic deficit;
tackling the remoteness of local government from citizens; the desire 
for better, more responsive local services; and the need to build ‘social
capital’.4

Much of the thinking around direct, active participation is focused
on local policy making or the delivery of local services. In Scotland, for
example, participation and engagement in local policy making, through



community planning, is enshrined in legislation.5 Rarely, however, do we
consider how participation could be built into the development of nation-
al policy and strategy. 

While there has been an increasing number of policy areas that have
sought to increase ‘participation’, these have rarely focused specifically on
the involvement of those in poverty. Despite this, many organisations have
used the emphasis on community involvement from the late 1990s to
demand that the voices of people in poverty are heard in the policy devel-
opment process.6 These demands were based on the belief that this
involvement would not only bring about better policy making, but that it
would also lead to the fulfilment of fundamental rights for those in poverty.

Getting involved in Scotland

For some, the development of community planning partnerships from
2003 held out the possibility of community participation in local policy
development and local resource allocation.7 We have also seen the devel-
opment of the National Standards for Community Engagement, which
were launched in 2005 to promote and support better engagement
between communities and public agencies. While welcome, it is not clear
whether they have had the desired impact in terms of creating a ‘culture’
of participation within public agencies.8

The Scottish National Party (SNP) government sought to demon-
strate its support for community participation, publishing a Community
Empowerment Action Plan in March 2009.  This sets out why community
empowerment is important and gives examples of good practice. It also
sets out some specific actions and pulls together the various funding
streams that exist to support community engagement. However, the lack
of ambition in the plan and its failure to create any real momentum for
community empowerment have been disappointing.10

Most significantly, the Scottish government held out the promise of
a new approach to involving people with experience of poverty in the
development of national anti-poverty strategies when it published its dis-
cussion paper on tackling poverty. In the paper, it stated that one of the
principles underpinning the new framework would be:11

. . .  the adoption of policies and services that are founded upon user involve-

ment, consultation with people experiencing poverty, and community
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engagement and empowerment, so that policies and practice are informed

by the real experience of those we are trying to help.

However, when the Achieving Our Potential framework was published, it
contained little in the way of concrete proposals to ensure that people in
poverty were involved in national policy development or monitoring. Apart
from a reference to the (then) forthcoming publication of the Community
Empowerment Action Plan, there was little thought given to how exactly
people in poverty were to be involved in shaping policy. 

European drivers to Scottish solutions

The European Anti-Poverty Network has achieved some level of success
by ensuring that the participation of people in poverty was included in the
development of the national action plans on social inclusion, which all
European member states had to produce in the period 2001 to 2008. It
was this requirement that allowed for the development of a range of
actions in the UK that sought to involve people with experience of pover-
ty in the development of a national anti-poverty strategy. In the develop-
ment of the 2006 national action plan, for example, the Get Heard project
fed in the views of people living in poverty from across the UK, with a large
amount of feedback from Scotland.12 For the 2008–2010 national action
plan, the Poverty Alliance organised the ‘Bridging the Policy Gap’ project,
which brought together local and national policy makers with people
experiencing poverty to discuss key anti-poverty policies.13

This experience encouraged the Poverty Alliance to develop the
Evidence, Participation, Change (EPIC) project. This has been the most
comprehensive approach attempted so far in Scotland to ensure that the
voices of people in poverty are heard in policy development at a national
level. It will operate between 2009 and 2013, and aims to ensure that peo-
ple in poverty, and the organisations that represent them, have opportuni-
ties to influence policy and promote a culture of participation. 

A key element of the project is training for the participants involved
in the project. Training is being provided to people active in community
organisations and to people with experience of poverty to help them iden-
tify how they can make change in their community, whether through local
or national action, in relation to social justice issues. Alongside training, the
project also has a rolling programme of community-based research train-
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ing, and research projects which emphasise the importance of not just
ensuring that policy draws directly from the experience of people in pover-
ty, but that people experiencing poverty can also generate the evidence
through community research. 

But building the capacity of individuals is not enough, nor is gather-
ing evidence about the experience of poverty. There must be clear struc-
tures and processes that allow people to engage in dialogue with policy
makers in order to exert influence. EPIC has set up the two such process-
es. The Tackling Poverty Stakeholder Forum meets twice yearly to track
developments in Scottish anti-poverty policy. The Forum has around 40
members drawn equally from communities, the voluntary sector and sen-
ior policy makers in Scottish local and national government. After only
three meetings, this group has already produced evidence on the impact
of Achieving Our Potential, created opportunities for communities to con-
tribute directly to the review of Equally Well (see Chapter 11) and has cre-
ated a range of materials which are being used to tackle the stigma
associated with poverty.14

The other process which has been launched is the Scottish
Assembly for Tackling Poverty. This will be an annual event, bringing
together a wide range of participants, including politicians, people in
poverty, faith groups, trade unions, policy makers and voluntary groups,
to debate and discuss progress in anti-poverty policy. Together, these
two processes will, it is hoped, provide the basis for ongoing engage-
ment between people with experience of poverty, policy makers and civil
society. 

Conclusions: meeting the participation challenge

What is required now is that ‘participatory’ activity must move out of the
domain of worthy, but time-limited, projects. There is a need to be ambi-
tious when it comes to the participation of people experiencing poverty in
Scotland. There are a number of challenges that must first be met.

Participation must be adequately resourced. At the moment, there
are virtually no resources available for the long-term, consistent engage-
ment of people with direct experience of poverty in national policy devel-
opment. The best efforts of faith groups, voluntary organisations and
others will not be enough unless the state devotes resources to ensuring
participation becomes a reality.



Ten years of developing more participatory processes has not
always led to the desired policy goals, but what has been established is
the principle of direct involvement of people in poverty in discussions
about the policies that affect their lives. Establishing this principle allows
for discussions to continue to take place on key areas of anti-poverty pol-
icy, even when there is disagreement between those inside and outside
government. In times when so much policy seems to be directed against
the interests of the poorest, having a seat at the policy-making table is
perhaps more important than ever. The next Scottish government needs
to build on the good practice that has taken place and ensure that well-
resourced and transparent processes are created to ensure that there is
real participation by people in poverty in policy development. 
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Twenty-one
In-work poverty
Kendra Strauss and Peter Kelly

Introduction

Low pay is back on the political agenda. One of the reasons that 
the target of ending child poverty by 2020 is not likely to be met is
because the number of children experiencing ‘in-work poverty’ has 
risen sharply since 2003/04.1 It is now clear that the preferred govern-
ment tools to tackle low pay – using a combination of tax credits and 
the national minimum wage – are insufficient. There is now a need 
to go beyond the approaches that have been used over the last 10 
years if we are to address low pay and eradicate the poverty that 
results. 

Understanding low pay in Scotland

The scale of the problem

There are a number of ways of defining low pay. In this chapter we use the
commonly used £7 an hour threshold. This should not be confused with
the target amount of the living wage campaign in Scotland, which is £7.15
an hour for 2010/11. 

Scotland has a lower proportion of low-paid workers than other
parts of the UK.2 Nevertheless, more than 20 per cent of women, and
almost 15 per cent of men, earned less than £7 an hour in 2009.
According to the Labour Force Survey, in 2009 the proportion of all work-
ers in Scotland earning less than £7 an hour averaged around 24 per
cent.3 Indeed, many workers in Scotland earn well below the £7 per hour



threshold: according to the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, in 2009
10 per cent of jobs paid £6.23 or less. 

The geography of low pay in Scotland

Rural areas feature prominently in the four local authorities in Scotland
with the highest proportion of low-paid workers between 2007 and 2009
– Clackmannanshire, the Highlands and Islands, Dumfries and Galloway,
and Moray. Dundee and Glasgow were the urban local authorities with the
highest proportion of low-paid workers.

Looking at Clackmannanshire and Dundee in more detail, we see
that: 

• in Clackmannanshire in 2009, 25 per cent of jobs (approximately
3,000) paid £6.88 or less per hour;4 30 per cent of full-time female
workers earned £6.81 or less per hour; and 60 per cent of part-time
female workers earned less than £7 per hour;

• in Dundee in 2009, 20 per cent of all jobs (approximately 14,400) paid
less than £7.13 an hour; 10 per cent of full-time male workers earned
£6.75 or less per hour; and 40 per cent of part-time male workers and
30 per cent of part-time female workers earned less than £7 per hour.5

Gender and low pay in Scotland

Women in Scotland are more likely to be in low-paid jobs than men.
Indeed, they comprise two-thirds of low-paid workers in Scotland (67 per
cent). This is largely because women are more likely to work part time: in
2009, 43 per cent of workers earning less than £7 an hour were women
in part-time jobs (a further 24 per cent of low-paid workers are women in
full-time jobs). 

For women, low pay and part-time work (and, hence, the gender
pay gap) are directly related to caring responsibilities. The lack of com-
prehensive public childcare in the UK (see Chapter 12), and the related
high costs, is one reason why many women work part time or leave the
labour market when they have children. The same issues affect men who
are carers. For households headed by a lone parent, most of which are
women, the risk of low income is thus twice as high: most part-time work
is low paid, but full-time work is often incompatible with caring responsi-
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bilities. Moreover, those women who go to work in the care sector, 
looking after other people’s children and relatives, are themselves at risk
of low pay. 

The gender patterns are not straightforward. Young men who work
full time are more likely to be in low-paid jobs than young full-time women
workers. This pattern is reversed as men and women age, a finding that
supports the theory that the gender wage gap is influenced by women’s
childrearing and caring responsibilities.

Low pay by industry and sector

Low pay in Scotland also varies by industrial sector.6 Those with the low-
est rates of pay in 2009 included:

• the food, beverage and accommodation service sector: 
– 70 per cent of jobs in food and beverage service activities paid less

than £6.61 per hour;
– in the accommodation and food services activities sector as a

whole, 60 per cent of jobs paid £6.50 per hour or less; 
– more than 51,000 jobs in this sector paid a full-time annual wage

(based on a 37.5-hour week) of less than £12,000;
• the retail sector:

– 40 per cent of all jobs (approximately 82,000) (excluding motor vehi-
cles) paid less than £6.28 per hour, and 60 per cent (123,000 jobs)
less than £7.29 per hour. 

Rates of low pay also vary between the public and private sectors.
Although directly employed public sector workers are less at risk of low
pay than those in the private sector, they nevertheless account for around
one-fifth of all those in low pay. Nearly all of these are women, and just
about all of them work in either education or health (including social work).
These are workers directly employed. If contract workers in areas such as
cleaning and care work are included, the numbers of low-wage workers
employed by the public sector is likely to be higher. Moreover, cuts to pub-
lic spending are likely to mean more low-paid work and more contracted-
out services, unless commitments are made to protect those on low
incomes.
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Conclusions 

Low pay affects a significant number of individuals, families and house-
holds in Scotland. 

There are two factors that increase the likelihood of low pay becom-
ing more prevalent in Scotland. The first is the planned public sector cuts.
Scotland has a high proportion of its workforce in the public sector, and it
is likely that cuts will both reduce the number of jobs in the public sector
and the levels of pay. The second is competition for jobs in the labour mar-
ket. The imbalance between supply and demand in the labour market
(with demand outstripping supply) suggests that wages will fall. There is
‘room’ for wages to fall, in that the median wage7 (and, indeed, the low-
pay threshold of £7 per hour) is well above the legal minimum of £5.90 per
hour. These factors will conspire to exert a downward pressure on pay in
both the public and private sector in Scotland.

The current context does not appear to be the best for addressing
low pay. Some anti-poverty campaigners may even argue that it should
not be the main priority at the moment. With wide-ranging reforms affect-
ing the welfare benefits system over the next few years, including cuts to
the level, and duration, of some key benefits, and unemployment levels
unlikely to improve significantly in the near future, some might argue that
a focus on low pay is misplaced. This would be a mistake. As the above
figures show, low pay has become one of the key causes of poverty in
Scotland and the UK. Any anti-poverty strategy that ignores the problem
of low pay will only create problems in the future. It is arguable that one of
the reasons why we have not made sufficient progress in tackling pover-
ty has been the relative separation of concerns about in-work and out-of-
work poverty. Future strategies must not make this same mistake.
Moreover, during a period of scarce resources, we should be critical of
policies that force people into low-paid, insecure work, while subsidising
employers to pay below subsistence rates to their workers. 

The development of living wage campaigns, most significantly in
London and in Scotland, shows that there is the potential to take action
and ensure that low pay remains an important policy concern even during
the recession.8 The campaign in Scotland has made real progress, with
the main political parties now signed up to support the current living wage
level of £7.15, advocated by the Scottish Living Wage Campaign. But
however welcome, living wage commitments affecting only public sector
workers will not be sufficient. 

What is required is an approach to addressing low pay that be -



comes a mainstream part of anti-poverty and employment policy. The
Scottish government’s Achieving Our Potential framework recognised the
importance of low pay, but the actions proposed to deal with the problem
were insufficient. Whoever forms the next government in Scotland will
need to redouble its efforts to address if we are to have a real impact on
poverty. 

Notes
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Twenty-two
Housing
Richard Grant and Zoe McGuire

Introduction

One of the primary objectives of housing policy should be to seek to
ensure that satisfactory housing is available to all, not just those who can
afford to provide it for themselves. In effect, housing policy instruments
need to be able to counteract the wide variations in housing opportunities
that result from the operation of the labour market and the distribution of
wealth. Possible policy instruments include: subsidising the provision of
housing for low-income or disadvantaged households; providing subsi-
dies to allow low-income or disadvantaged households to compete effec-
tively in the housing market; and indirect interventions such as regulating
to set minimum standards and mechanisms for dealing with crisis situa-
tions such as homelessness or mortgage repossessions.

Poor-quality housing and neighbourhoods can also create dis -
advant age in other respects – children may be disadvantaged at school,
some health problems such as asthma and mental illness can be exacer-
bated by poor housing, and bleak, remote housing estates with poor pub-
lic transport can make it more difficult for residents to access jobs, or even
good quality shops.

Despite the importance of tackling housing disadvantage, the in -
formation available for monitoring the housing situation of low-income
households or particular groups of potentially vulnerable households 
in Scotland is limited. Since the creation of the Scottish parliament 
in 1999, responsibility for housing policy has been devolved to the
Scottish government, and policies have increasingly diverged from those
adopted ‘south of the border’. But responsibility for welfare, including
housing benefit, other inter-connected areas of policy, macro-economic
policy and the regulation of financial institutions has remained with the UK
government. 
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Housing policy since 2007

Major initiatives in housing policy require considerable time to be devel-
oped and implemented, especially when this involves legislation. Housing
policy since 2007 has often focused on the implementation of earlier leg-
islation and programmes, and some of the new initiatives will only have an
impact in the years to come. This chapter covers the main housing policy
and programme issues, both inherited and new, which are likely to have
an impact on poverty and disadvantage in Scotland.

For households with limited resources, social-rented housing and
the cheaper properties in the privately rented sector offer the only viable
housing options, and their condition and availability are crucial. In 1981,
over 50 per cent of Scottish households lived in the social-rented sector,
but this has fallen sharply in the last 40 years to around 24 per cent in
2009, largely as a result of the right to buy and demolitions.1 Since 2007,
new social-rented housing has increased somewhat from an annual aver-
age of 4,300 completions between 2000 and 2007 to over 4,800. One
welcome initiative has been challenge funding, available for new local
authority housing – with over 3,000 units approved. The future of this ini-
tiative, however, is unclear and there have been suggestions that, in
future, new, possibly integrated, funding arrangements for social housing
may be required.2 Right-to-buy sales have fallen over this period – from
7,500 in 2007/08 to just under 2,200 in 2009/10, largely as a result of
market conditions. The changes to the right to buy following the 2001
Housing (Scotland) Act have, so far, had a limited impact, and the further
changes set out in the 2010 Housing (Scotland) Bill3 may also result in only
a modest further reduction. The net result of policy since 2007 is that the
total social-rented housing stock has remained largely static. As a result,
waiting lists have continued to grow, with an estimated 160,000 people on
these lists in 2010. This compares with the 23,000 socially rented houses
let to new tenants in 2009/10.

There has also been increasing pressure on the private-rented sec-
tor, especially from migrants from Eastern Europe and single people on
low incomes who would generally be low priority for social housing.
Increasingly, they have been competing with young professionals and
families who can no longer afford to buy in the owner-occupied sector.
Paradoxically, a significant amount of private-rented housing (estimated by
the Scottish government at around 20 per cent of the total) is ex-social
housing sold under the right-to-buy scheme and now let by private land-
lords, often at much higher rents.4
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A substantial proportion of households in the rented sector need
financial assistance through housing benefit to pay their rent. Average
rents in the social-rented sector increased by about 15 per cent between
2006/07 and 2009/10, with an average weekly rent of £53 in the council
sector and almost £60 in the housing association sector in 2009/10.
Private-rented sector rents were much higher (at an average of £403 per
month in 2008).5 Some 380,700 tenants were in receipt of housing bene-
fit in the social-rented sector in August 2010 (64 per cent of the total);
85,600 in the private-rented sector (34 per cent of the total).6 The changes
to the housing benefit scheme announced by the UK government in the
2010 emergency Budget and autumn Spending Review could impact
severely on housing benefit claimants in the private-rented sector, as ben-
efit will be capped at the 30th percentile of market rents rather than the
median. This could force many tenants into poorer accommodation, or to
give up their tenancies and become homeless.

For those who are fortunate enough to obtain housing in the social-
rented sector, the quality of their housing and the neighbourhood in which
they live is crucial in determining their standard of living. A Scottish
Housing Quality Standard was set in 2005 and all social-rented houses
are required to be brought up to this by 2015. Progress to date has been
slow, but variable between different landlords. By 2008, some 67 per cent
of all houses continued to fail the standard.7

At a neighbourhood level, the incoming administration in 2007 has
continued the regeneration programmes linked to urban regeneration com -
panies established by its predecessor, some of which are active in areas of
predominantly social-rented housing, such as Craigmillar in Edin burgh and
Raploch in Stirling. Over the past 40 years, there has been a suc cession of
area-based regeneration schemes targeted at the most deprived and least
popular council estates. Although this has undoubtedly resulted in many
improvements at a local level, the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation for
2009 indicates that the areas identified as multiply deprived are very simi-
lar to those identified in 2006 and 2004. Indeed, the five most deprived
areas are made up of predominantly social-rented housing that have been
subject to various initiatives over the past 40 years.8

Data from the Scottish House Condition Survey indicates that con-
ditions in the private-rented sector have improved in recent years, with the
exception of energy efficiency standards, but there remains a ‘bottom
end’ where both physical conditions and management standards are
much more variable. A recent report suggests that this could account for
25 per cent or more of the sector as a whole and is much more likely to



Housing  221

be lived in by low-income households.9 Policy initiatives to improve stan-
dards at the bottom end of the private-rented sector (licensing of houses
in multiple occupation and registration of private sector landlords), initiat-
ed by the previous administration, have had limited results10 and there is
currently a Bill11 before Parliament which seeks to make some minor
changes to improve the effectiveness of these measures.

Fuel poverty (defined as spending more than 10 per cent of income
on fuel bills) is a particular problem for many households and this was
recognised by the 2001 Act which set a statutory deadline for its abolition
by 2016. Since 2007, the former Warm Deal and Central Heating pro-
grammes have been replaced by the Energy Assistance Package, provid-
ing advice and assistance to elderly and low-income households with
insulation measures and new central heating boilers. Despite this initiative,
the data from the Scottish House Condition Survey indicates that fuel
poverty almost doubled between 2002 and 2008 (from 13.4 per cent to
26.5 per cent of all households), almost certainly as a result of increased
fuel prices. At present, the prognosis for the achievement of the 2016 tar-
get is poor.

Fuel poverty is as high in the private sector as in the social-rented
sector and this no doubt reflects the large number of elderly owner occu-
piers with low incomes and difficult-to-heat houses. There is a clear con-
tradiction in the policy of the Scottish government towards elderly
house holds in the private sector. On the one hand, grants for repairs and
improvements have been substantially reduced (with the exception of dis-
ability adaptations). On the other, the government is actively promoting a
policy to cope with the expected growth in the number of older people
(known as the Reshaping Care Programme), which seeks to encourage
them to stay in their own homes. The main housing response to this
remains Care and Repair, but the financial viability of local teams is
increasingly threatened by the abolition of ring-fenced funding from
2007/08. The Scottish government has recently announced a £70 million
‘change fund’, under the control of local NHS boards, to help develop new
initiatives in line with the objectives of the Reshaping Care Programme.
How this money will be allocated and the extent to which it will include
housing initiatives, including Care and Repair, is still to be decided.

Homelessness is a severe form of housing disadvantage and there
have been a number of legislative and other initiatives in this area stem-
ming from the pioneering work of the Homelessness Task Force between
1999 and 2002. The current administration has reaffirmed its commitment
to providing settled accommodation for all homeless people by 2012 –
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rather than designated priority-need groups. But other recommendations
have not been progressed, and the monitoring group set up to oversee
implementation has been disbanded. The number of people applying as
homeless has remained at approximately 57,000 a year since 2007/08,
but this is a big increase from the 40,000 in 2000/01.12 This increase is
likely, in part, to reflect the fact that a wider range of households is now
eligible for assistance in line with a progressive move towards the 2012
target. Overall, by 2009/10 councils should have been housing just over
90 per cent of all households assessed as unintentionally homeless, but
they had only achieved a figure of 85 per cent. Progress is variable in dif-
ferent parts of Scotland, but there is clearly some catching up required if
the 2012 target is to be achieved.

The Homelessness Task Force report also led to a greater empha-
sis on prevention and increased funding for support to homeless people
provided through the Supporting People programme. Unfortunately, this
ring-fenced budget has been abolished by the current administration in
line with its concordat with the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities,
and expenditure has fallen by about 25 per cent as a result. The Scottish
parliament has, however, recently agreed an amendment to the Housing
(Scotland) Bill 2010 which requires councils to assess the housing support
needs of all homeless people and to provide support in line with this. To
its credit, the Scottish government has introduced legislation which should
give greater protection in the courts to owners and to social-rented sec-
tor tenants faced with repossession proceedings.13

2011: what is needed now?

Resources should be focused on improving both the quality and quantity
of social-rented housing, ensuring the 2015 target for meeting the
Scottish Housing Quality Standard is met and focusing new investment on
affordable homes in diverse, socially mixed neighbourhoods. There is a
strong case for reviewing the low-cost home ownership schemes, which,
in recent years, have absorbed an increasing share of the resources from
the affordable housing programme, with a view to ensuring that they are
focused on increasing the stock of affordable housing for those in need,
rather than helping purchasers buy existing houses.

The right to buy should be subject to continuing reform to ensure
that sales only take place where these are socially beneficial. There also
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needs to be more careful consideration before existing social-rented
houses are demolished.

A more radical review of the private-rented sector is required, with
a view to achieving more targeted and less cumbersome regulation, new
sources of investment and a tenancy regime which recognises that many
households need better security than at present.

At a UK level, the structure of housing benefit should be reformed
to improve work incentives, but not at the expense of putting at risk those
households with few other options. At a local authority level, many coun-
cils need to review the efficiency of their housing benefit administration to
ensure that benefit is provided swiftly and accurately.

And there needs to be continuing commitment to established tar-
gets, not only the 2015 target mentioned above, but also the 2012
homelessness target and the 2016 fuel poverty target. In all three cases,
the policy goals are right, but there is a need to secure effective imple-
mentation.

Finally, there is a need to ensure effective prevention of homeless-
ness by delivering on the 2010 legislative commitment on housing support.

Notes
1 All housing data from Scottish Government, Housing Statistics for Scotland,

available at www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regener

ation/ HSfS, 2010 unless otherwise stated.

2 The Scottish government has recently published research which models the

impact of different levels of subsidy on future housing output: G Bramley and

others, A Study into the Capacity of Registered Social Landlords and Local

Authorities to Build Housing Across Scotland, Scottish Government Research

Findings No.53, 2010

3 The Housing (Scotland) Bill recently passed through the Scottish parliament and

is due to come into force in 2011.

4 Scottish Executive, The Right to Buy in Scotland: pulling together the evidence,

available at www.scotland.gov.uk/publications/2006/09/26114727/0

5 Scottish Government Social Research, Review of the Private Rented Sector:

views and experiences of tenants in the private rented sector in Scotland –

Volume 2, 2009, available at www.scotland.gov.uk/publications/2009/03/

23153402/1

6 Based on figures from the Department for Work and Pensions, with 593,980 in

the social-rented sector and 250,409 in the private-rented sector.

7 Scottish Government, Scottish House Condition Survey: key findings 2008,

available at www.scotland.gov.uk/publications/2009/11/23090958/0



224 Poverty in Scotland 2011

8 Scottish Government, Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation: 2009 general

report, 2009, available at www.scotland.gov.uk/publications/2009

9 Shelter Scotland, Review of Research on Disadvantaged and Potentially

Vulnerable Households in the Private Rented Sector, Shelter Scotland, 2009

10 Shelter Scotland, Landlord Registration in Scotland: three years on, 2009, avail-

able at http://scotland.shelter.org.uk

11 Private Rented Housing (Scotland) Bill introduced on 4 October 2010, available

at www.scottish.parliament.uk

12 Scottish Government, Operation of the Homeless Persons Legislation in

Scotland: 2009–10, National Statistics, 2010, available at http://scotland.shel-

ter.org.uk 

13 The Home Owner and Debtor Protection (Scotland) Act 2010 and the Housing

(Scotland) Bill recently passed through the Scottish parliament and are due to

come into force in 2011.



Section Six
Conclusion





Twenty-three
Conclusion: towards a
more equal Scotland?
Gerry Mooney

In October 2010, the Equality and Human Rights Commission published
its first Triennial Review, How Fair is Britain?1 Together with outlining some
of the positive developments that have taken place in recent times (for
instance, public attitudes towards diversity are more tolerant than in the
past and there is less tolerance of discrimination), the overall picture it
presents is of a Britain that is hugely divided, from birth through school and
education more generally into the workplace and onto retirement. Progress
towards equality for women seems to have halted, while class, ethnicity,
age and disability continue to be major determining influences on the life
chances of people. Focusing on Scotland, the Commission comments:2

. . .  while the country has made significant progress in terms of tackling dis-

crimination and changing attitudes over the past 30 years, there exists a

huge new gap between aspiration and achievement. Old inequalities contin-

ue to hold us back while new social and economic fault-lines emerge as we

get older and more diverse.

Scotland faces five challenges in the areas of: health and wellbeing, edu-
cation and inclusion, work and wealth, safety and security, and in relation
to autonomy and voice. While such challenges take us beyond the partic-
ular concern with poverty, they are directly related to the issue and ques-
tion of poverty in Scotland and what should be done to address it. These
challenges reflect some of the discussions and arguments presented
throughout this book – and remind us that poverty does not stand alone,
but is entangled with a series of other social issues, issues which lie at the
heart of contemporary Scottish society, and which must be addressed if
we are to start on the path towards a more equal Scotland.

The question and issue of what to do about poverty, disadvantage
and inequality are, of course, long-standing ones. The discussion of



poverty and how to tackle it is part of a wider issue around the condition
of social welfare. It raises questions about how social justice and injustice
are viewed and about the kind of society that we might wish to see. As
might be expected, there are profound disagreements and ongoing
debates as to what this might entail, and how poverty is to be best under-
stood and addressed, though there is cross-party political support across
the devolved UK for the 2010 Child Poverty Act that (in late 2010) locks
government into a definition of poverty based primarily on relative low
income. However, we can look back across the many contributions to this
book in the knowledge that we have a shared view that poverty and dis-
advantage are part and parcel of larger questions around social injustice
and social justice.3 But as we reflect on the story of poverty and poverty
policy in recent years, we find ourselves, once again, challenging ideas
and narratives that work to discriminate against and marginalise those
affected by poverty.

As we saw in Chapter 1 and in Chapter 9, the idea that the prob-
lem of poverty is ‘really’ the ‘problem’ of ‘the poor’ continues to resurface
and circulate around discussions of social welfare in the contemporary UK
– and that includes Scotland as much as it does other areas of the UK. All
too often there is a tendency in Scotland to suggest that ‘we’ should pat
ourselves on our collective Scottish backs that things are different up here
and ‘we’ do not have an anti-poor ethos. Yet while there is general sup-
port for social welfare in Scotland and for some degree of redistribution of
wealth and income in the fight against poverty, nonetheless, and as we
have seen, we do not have to look too far (for instance, in sections of the
media and among some politicians, or around the 1998 Glasgow East by-
election) for demands for a much harsher and punitive welfare policy.
However, there is something else which needs to be recognised here.
Under both the previous Labour/Liberal Democrat Scottish administration,
2003–2007 and under the Scottish National Party (SNP) minority Scottish
government from 2007 to 2011 there was, just as at UK level, a shared
political and policy understanding that the best (and perhaps even only)
route to tackling poverty is through work – work generated by strategies
that emphasised economic growth, rather than job quality, as a priority.
While there is some recognition of in-work poverty, this does not have the
primacy of the work-first approach and tends to be more rhetoric than any
meaningful commitment to policy in this area. 

Let there be no mistake that, despite calls for fairness, solidarity and
equality, a language of (workfare) welfare punitivism, increasing condition-
ality and of poor people as having multiple and diverse personal deficien-
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cies is alive and well in contemporary Scotland. Even if now thankfully
largely absent from official Scottish policy documents, such language still
permeates policy discussions: the current proposed reforms of the welfare
system by the UK coalition government draws in part on the old distinc-
tions between a ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor; the increasingly per-
vasive language of the last decade that talks of aspirational deficits,
dysfunctional and deviant behaviours and an absence of social capital as
being among the ‘real’ causes of poverty; and a seemingly expanding
range of moral and behavioural problems which have some of the poor-
est sections of contemporary UK society trapped in a rediscovered culture
of poverty. The Scheme documentary, discussed in Chapter 9, represents
one, but not the only one, highly visible manifestation of such thinking. 

Why do such ideas continue to circulate? At one level, there is a
greater sense of fear and uncertainty in contemporary Scotland – an
uncertainty that extends beyond those experiencing poverty, profound
and significant that it is – to envelop larger sections of Scottish society.
Such fears and insecurities around personal, family and community well-
being are, of course, being exacerbated in the context of a deep-rooted
economic recession that has seen poverty rise among some groups,
along with increasing unemployment.4 This has also seen inequality rise
too – as the impact of the economic crisis of 2008/09 has not been even-
ly distributed across the population.5 Far from it. Further, and as we have
highlighted elsewhere in this book, the UK Conservative/Liberal Democrat
coalition government has been determined to respond to such a crisis by
further attacking social welfare and public services – as well as the sever-
al million workers who rely on public service employment. The ‘age of aus-
terity’ promises little by way of challenging such fears, and it too will be
hugely uneven in its economic, geographical and social impacts.6

Journalist Anna Minton has referred to the contemporary UK as a
‘distrustful and fearful society’. This modern ‘social evil’, she argues, is the
consequence of growing social and geographical inequalities, as well as
of a media which has a vested commercial interest in promoting fear and
insecurity. Minton is only one of a number of commentators who have
highlighted the extent of inequality in contemporary Britain and how it is
contributing to a heightened level of fear and distrust.7 For the observers
mentioned here, together with many others, such inequalities are increas-
ingly visible, marked by sharp differences in the life chances of different
sections of the population living in areas that are also sharply polarised.

This brings us back to the question of ‘austerity’ and to the meas-
ures announced by the UK Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition gov-
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ernment to reduce the UK’s debt in autumn 2010. At the Conservative
Party Conference in October 2010, the Chancellor George Osborne
announced far-reaching changes to the welfare system, in particular the
ending of universal child benefit (by 2013, people on 40 per cent and 50
per cent income tax rates will no longer be entitled). Widely criticised for
taking this planned measure, nonetheless, there was some support from
those who had long championed the cause of child poverty. One notable
supporter of the government measures was the Chief Executive of
Barnardo’s, who claimed that universal child benefit is now ‘impossible to
justify’ in a context of far-reaching cuts in other benefits and services.8

The ending of universal child benefit is being used by the coalition
government to legitimate its claim that ‘we are all in this together’, that the
well off are also being ‘hit’ by cuts. Further, it is also being claimed that
such measures allow more targeting on people in ‘real’ need, that if the
measure was not taken, poorer people would be even worse off in the
longer term. There are, however, other far-reaching implications of this
development: it effectively ends an upper-middle-class commitment to
universal welfare, eroding one of the remaining ties that bound them to the
welfare state. More significantly, perhaps, it also opens up the possibility
for an even harsher and more punitive approach to welfare with the sup-
port of a middle class who feel that ‘they have done their bit’.

As we noted in Chapter 1, the Comprehensive Spending Review
announcement on 20 October 2010 outlined the far-reaching cuts in 
welfare and public spending, totalling some £81 billion, which the UK
government believes will address Britain’s budget deficit.9 Among the
most striking elements of the new cuts was a package of £7 billion of
additional welfare cuts on top of the £11 billion already made in the June
2010 Budget. The Spending Review also announced major cuts in pub-
lic sector budgets – and the expected loss of up to 490,000 public 
sector jobs.

Not surprisingly, these announcements provoked a furious debate
and protests among trade unionists, service users, activists and commu-
nity groups. With Chancellor George Osborne calling the cuts ‘tough’ but
‘fair’, the meaning of ‘fairness’ was thrown into centre stage. The UK’s
leading independent micro-economic research unit, the Institute for Fiscal
Studies (IFS) estimated that the cuts were the deepest since the second
world war, with benefits undergoing the most far-reaching squeeze since
the 1970s. In sharp contrast to the views of Chancellor Osborne, the IFS
argued that the tax and benefit changes announced in the Spending
Review were regressive, hitting the less well off harder than the well off.10



It is difficult to see in the June 2010 Budget and the October 2010
Comprehensive Spending Review anything that supports the claim that
the poorest and most disadvantaged sections of society will not be hard-
est hit by the government’s policies. In addition, there is mounting evi-
dence that these measures are also highly uneven across different
sections of the population. The 500,000 job cuts announced for the pub-
lic sector will have a highly disproportionate impact on women workers,
for instance. With women accounting for over 65 per cent of all public
sector workers and over 32 per cent of all women in employment work-
ing in the public sector, it is clear that women will be badly affected. 

Women will be disproportionately affected in other ways too. Many
families increasingly rely on women’s earnings alongside benefit payments
such as working tax credit, child tax credit and child benefit. The welfare
‘reforms’ and tax changes announced in June 2010 and in the October
2010 Spending Review make such families even more vulnerable to
immediate poverty, especially child poverty. Many women will also be
badly affected by the cuts in public services as they generally use such
services more than men, especially in relation to caring tasks. 

The gender dimension also overlaps with a geographical dimen-
sion. In Scotland, the public sector accounts for a higher proportion of
employment than in the UK as a whole, with around 25 per cent of all
workers in public sector employment, reaching around 32 per cent in
some localities. Women are 67 per cent of the workforce in Scottish local
authorities, where their employment – representing 41 per cent of all
working women – is concentrated in low-paid areas such as catering,
cleaning and care. 

The further story is one of pay freezes (that is, pay cuts in real
terms), increased pension contributions and other changes in services
which will impact dramatically on all public sector workers. The conse-
quence of all these combined changes is likely to be devastating on the
many areas across Scotland already struggling in the midst of an eco-
nomic downturn.

The question of ‘fairness’ is one that is likely to feature prominently
in the Scottish parliamentary election campaigns in the early part of 2011
and beyond. The brief discussion that we can offer here, however, already
challenges the political rhetoric of the coalition government, that we are ‘all
in this together’.
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Looking back on the Scottish government 2007–2011

It is important that we acknowledge that talk of fairness, solidarity and
equality has taken us some way along the road from the dark days of the
1980s and 1990s, when the existence of poverty was rarely acknowl-
edged at a political level (and equality not at all – beyond equality of oppor-
tunity that is). We have also come some way since earlier editions of
Poverty in Scotland bemoaned a lack of data and analysis, especially in
the Scottish context. In some respects, therefore, our ability to understand
poverty and disadvantage, and their impacts, has developed greatly. But
can we say that this has been reflected in a coherent anti-poverty strat egy
at a Scottish level?

Of course, immediately, this question provokes a response that
much of the policy-making remit around poverty and social welfare is
reserved to the UK parliament. However, the role of the Scottish govern-
ment remains significant – in many different ways. Government is a signif-
icant employer across Scotland, as we have seen, with around one-
quarter of the working population in public sector employment (higher in
areas with large concentrations of poverty such as Dundee and West
Central Scotland) – though in the context of far-reaching public spending
cuts this is sure to fall with a corresponding knock-on effect on the private
sector. Strategies adopted by public sector employers in relation to wages,
income, conditions of employment and so on, have an enormous impact
across the country.11 The rhetorical approach of the Scottish government
– that is, how it constructs and understands the ‘poverty problem’ (or
more correctly the problem of inequality?) – is important in shaping the
dominant ways in which poverty is understood in Scottish society.

Yet for all the rhetoric, evidence, repeated commitments to ‘closing
the opportunity gap’ and ‘achieving our potential’ (the titles, of course, of
the key devolved poverty policy documents of the last two Scottish
administrations), it is difficult to say that we have in Scotland today a
coherent national approach to poverty which ensures ambitious national
commitments to reducing income inequality, tackling poverty and eradi-
cating child poverty that translate into real changes on the ground in the
way services, jobs and pay are delivered and distributed. There is a frame-
work in place, Achieving Our Potential (sitting alongside health inequality
(Equally Well) and an Early Years Framework), which sets out actions
focusing on income inequality, income maximisation and adequacy as well
as the ‘reform’ of welfare. While these have been important and useful
developments, we have to ask whether the framework remains ‘just’ a
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framework, one that would be difficult to achieve in a climate of relative
economic growth and prosperity, let alone in the context of an economic
crisis. Further, to what extent is a ‘framework approach’ driving change at
either the local or national level in Scotland? Despite the commitment that
single-outcome agreements with local authorities would ‘provide the vehi-
cle for describing how poverty is being tackled at a local level’, it is diffi-
cult to identify local strategic approaches or outcomes at local level from
these single-outcome agreements, let alone evidence of an overall nation-
al impact.12 As the authors of the Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion
in Scotland 2010 report highlight, between 2004/05 and 2008/09 the
share of the total income going to the poorest 30 per cent of Scottish
society actually fell by one-twelfth – in sharp contradiction to the govern-
ment’s ‘solidarity purpose target’,13 albeit this important target was not set
until 2007. And this is before the full impact of the 2008/09 recession and
the resulting ‘austerity measures’. Further, between 1998/99 and
2008/09, there was no change in the proportion of income going to the
poorest three-tenths of the Scottish population.14 By contrast, the share
of total income going to the top three-tenths has increased dramatically
over the decade. Scotland stands today as more unequal than in the late
1990s – a shocking statement of policy omission on the one hand, and of
policy (and political) objective on the other, that has encouraged a trickle-
down approach to inequality.

Where do we go from here? Looking ahead to the
next Scottish government

As we have seen, and a point that echoes across this collection, there is
a massive gulf between rhetoric and aspiration on the one hand, and real-
ity and outcome on the other.15 Over the last decade, each new govern-
ment in Edinburgh has, in coming into power, made promises to address
poverty that have not been met, and which have often been in conflict with
other economic and social policies which only serve to increase inequal -
ity. As we saw in a number of the chapters in Section 5, work-based
approaches have proven incapable of effectively tackling poverty, not least
because of other policies which pursue labour market flexibility and ‘lean’
(that is, low-cost) forms of employment. Further, incoming administrations
often start with a new round of consultations (in place of more effective
forms of participation?), but do these simply work to delay and even close
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down the adoption of radically alternative approaches? They are also, in
part, a factor in the lack of coherence and continuity across Scottish par-
liaments, the commitment to economic growth aside.

As we head to the next Scottish elections in May 2011, and to the
new parliament thereafter, the challenge for us all is to keep to the fore an
alternative way of thinking of poverty – that sees it as part of the wider
question of social justice and equality in contemporary Scotland.
Reflecting the themes and conclusions of the chapters in the previous
section, towards a more equal Scotland, therefore means a significant
change in the dominant thinking around poverty, social exclusion and
inequality. This entails:

• refocusing attention on the entire income distribution, considering the
privileges and lifestyles of the affluent and rich, as much as those of the
more disadvantaged;

• ensuring that equality means equality not only between different groups
but also between different places;

• recognising that universal benefits continue to offer an important
means by which public commitment to, and support for, social welfare
is enabled, as well as meeting the needs of a sizeable proportion of the
Scottish population without recourse to means testing;

• understanding that good quality and accessible public services are
central to any anti-poverty strategy and that such services depend on
a well-paid, well-respected and well-resourced workforce;

• adopting forms of participation that ensure that the knowledge of those
experiencing poverty is taken into account in the development of anti-
poverty strategies;

• acknowledging that while paid work has an important role to play in
addressing poverty, pay levels and pay distribution, the quality of work
and prospects for meaningful working lives are more important for a
long-term approach to tackling poverty;

• accepting that income and wealth redistribution are central to any
meaningful attempt to create a more equal Scotland;

• understanding that social welfare and the creation of a more equal
Scotland brings benefits to all people living in Scotland.

Notes

1 Equality and Human Rights Commission, How Fair is Britain? The First Triennial

Review: executive summary, Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2010

234 Poverty in Scotland 2011



2 Equality and Human Rights Commission Scotland, Commission Launches

Landmark Fairness Report: how does Scotland fare? Equality and Human

Rights Commission Scotland, 2010

3 G Mooney and G Scott (eds), Social Justice and Social Policy in Scotland, The

Policy Press, 2011; G Scott and G Mooney, ‘Poverty and Social Justice in the

Devolved Scotland: neo-liberalism meets social democracy?’ Social Policy and

Society, Vol 3, issue 4, 2009, pp379–89; A Jarvis and P Gardner, Poverty and

Inequality in Scotland: report of expert seminars and stakeholder feedback on

the relationship between equality and poverty, Equality and Human Rights

Commission, 2009

4 A Parekh, P Kenway and T MacInnes, Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion

in Scotland 2010, Joseph Rowntree Foundation/New Policy Institute, 2010

5 D Dorling, Injustice: why social inequality persists, The Policy Press, 2010; 

A Parekh, P Kenway and T MacInnes, Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion

in Scotland 2010, Joseph Rowntree Foundation/New Policy Institute, 2010; 

R Wilkinson and K Pickett, The Spirit Level: why more equal societies almost

always do better, Penguin, 2010

6 Equality and Human Rights Commission Scotland, Commission Launches

Landmark Fairness Report: how does Scotland fare? Equality and Human

Rights Commission Scotland, 2010; Equality and Human Rights Commission,

How Fair is Britain? The First Triennial Review: executive summary, Equality and

Human Rights Commission, 2010; Institute for Fiscal Studies, The Distributional

Effect of Tax and Benefit Reforms to be Introduced Between June 2010 and

April 2014: a revised assessment, Briefing Note BN108, Institute for Fiscal

Studies, 2010; Institute for Fiscal Studies, ‘New IFS research challenges

Chancellor’s “progressive Budget” claim’, Press Release, Institute for Fiscal

Studies, August 2010

7 A Minton, Why are Fear and Distrust Spiralling in Twenty-first Century Britain?

Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2008; Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Con -

temporary Social Evils, The Policy Press, 2009

8 S Coates and R Bennett, ‘Scrap child benefit but keep handouts for poor, says

Barnardo’s chief’, the Times, 4 October 2010

9 HM Treasury, Spending Review 2010, Cm 7942, HM Treasury, 2010

10 Institute for Fiscal Studies, ‘New IFS research challenges Chancellor’s “pro -

gressive Budget” claim’, Press Release, Institute for Fiscal Studies, August 2010

11 G Mooney, C Morelli and P Seaman, ‘The Question of Economic Growth and

Inequality in Contemporary Scotland’, Scottish Affairs, 67, 2009, pp92–109; A

Parekh, P Kenway and T MacInnes, Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion in

Scotland 2010, Joseph Rowntree Foundation/New Policy Institute, 2010, p18 

12 Campaign to End Child Poverty in Scotland, Single Outcome Agreements: an

Conclusion: towards a more equal Scotland?  235



analysis by the Campaign to End Child Poverty in Scotland, Campaign to End

Child Poverty in Scotland, 2009, available from www.cpag.org.uk

13 See note 4, p3

14 See note 4, p11

15 S Maxwell, ‘Tackling Scottish Poverty: principles and absences’, Scottish Affairs

67, 2009, pp57–69

236 Poverty in Scotland 2011



Appendix
Policy diary
Peter Kelly 

Date Westminster/ Legislation Area of interest Website
Scotland covered

2007 Scotland Adult Support – Identify ‘adults at www.opsi.gov.uk/
and Protection – risk’ to provide legislation/scotland/
(Scotland) Act – support to them acts2007/asp_

– when they need 20070010_en_1
– it, and to provide
– the means to
– protect them from 
– harm

– ‘Public Guardian’ 
– for adults with 
– incapacity

2007 Scotland Bankruptcy and – Personal www.opsi.gov.uk/
Diligence etc. – bankruptcy and legislation/scotland/
(Scotland) Act – diligence, rights acts2007/asp_
2007 – of creditors and 20070003_en_1

– debtors

2007 Scotland Schools (Health – Places health www.scotland.gov.uk/ 
Promotion and – promotion at Topics/Education/Schools/ 
Nutrition) – the heart of a  HLivi/foodnutrition
(Scotland) Act – schools’ activities

– Ensures that 
– food and drink  
– served in schools 
– meets nutritional 
– requirements 

– Gives local 
– authorities the 
– power to provide 
– pupils with healthy 
– snacks and drinks, 
– either at a cost or 
– free of charge 



2007 Westminster Pensions Act – Basic state www.legislation.gov.uk/
– pension, ukpga/2007/22/pdfs/ 
– additional state ukpga_20070022_en.pdf
– pension, state 
– pension age

– Personal 
– Accounts Delivery 
– Authority

2007 Westminster Welfare Reform – Reform of www.legislation.gov.uk/
Act – incapacity ukpga/2007/5/contents

– benefits

– Changes to the 
– administration of 
– housing benefit

2008 Westminster Child – Child www.legislation.gov.uk/
Maintenance and – Maintenance ukpga/2008/6/introduction
Other Payments – and Enforcement 
Act – Commission to do 

– the job formerly 
– done by the Child 
– Support Agency

– Debt 
– management

– Changes to 
– system of 
– maintenance 
– collection and to 
– the way 
– maintenance 
– payments are 
– calculated

2008 Westminster Employment Act – Enforcement of www.legislation.gov.uk/
– the national ukpga/2008/24/contents
– minimum wage

– Compensation 
– for financial loss 
– in cases of 
– unlawful 
– underpayment or 
– non-payment

2008 Westminster Health and – Health in www.legislation.gov.uk/
Social Care Act – pregnancy grant ukpga/2008/14/contents

2008 Westminster Housing and – Amends the www.legislation.gov.uk/
Regeneration Act – Housing ukpga/2008/17/contents?

– (Scotland) Act  view=extent
– 1987 to align the 
– homelessness 
– legislation for 
– Scotland with the 
– 1996 Act for 
– England and Wales.
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2008 Westminster National – State second www.legislation.gov.uk/
Insurance – pension: upper ukpga/2008/16/contents?
Contributions Act – accrual point view=extent

– Aligning the 
– income tax system 
– with the national 
– insurance system –

2008 Westminster Pensions Act – From 2012 all www.legislation.gov.uk/
– eligible workers, ukpga/2008/30/contents
– automatically 
– enrolled into a 
– qualifying 
– workplace pension 
– scheme

– National 
– Employment 
– Savings Trust 
– aimed at 
– employees  on low 
– to moderate  
– incomes who 
– currently have no 
– access to a 
– workplace 
– pension scheme

2009 Westminster Apprenticeships – Assistance with www.legislation.gov.uk/
Skills, Children – employment and ukpga/2009/22/contents
and Learning Act – training

– Right to request 
– time to train from 
– the employer 

2009 Westminster Borders, – Duty regarding www.legislation.gov.uk/
Citizenship and – the welfare of ukpga/2009/11/contents
Immigration Act – children who are

– in the UK

2009 Westminster Welfare Reform – Abolition of www.legislation.gov.uk/
Act – income support ukpga/2009/24/pdfs/

– Opportunity to ukpga_20090024_en.pdf

– develop 
– jobseekers’  work 
– skills through 
– full-time work 
– experience

– Paid national 
– insurance con-
– tributions for at 
– least 26 weeks in 
– one of the last two 
– tax years prior to 
– the claim of 
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– jobseeker’s 
– allowance and 
– employment and 
– support allowance 

– Disabled people: 
– right to control 
– provision of 
– services

– Child maintenance

2010 Scotland Home Owner – Greater www.opsi.gov.uk/
and Debtor – protection to legislation/scotland/acts 
Protection – homeowners 2010/asp_20100006_en_1
(Scotland) Act – faced with 

– repossession

2010 Westminster Child Poverty Act – Establishes four www.legislation.gov.uk/
– separate child ukpga/2010/9/pdfs/
– poverty targets to ukpga_20100009_en.pdf
– be met by 
– 2020/21

– Requires the UK 
– government to 
– publish a regular 
– UK child poverty 
– strategy, and 
– Scottish and 
– Northern Irish 
– Ministers to 
– publish child 
– poverty strategies

– Establishes a 
– Child Poverty 
– Commission to 
– provide advice

– Requires the UK 
– government to 
– publish annual 
– progress reports

2010 Westminster Equality Act – Disabled and www.legislation.gov.uk/
– elderly carers’ ukpga/2010/15/contents
– rights 

– Harassment and 
– victimisation

– Pay secrecy


