
Poverty in Scotland 2011
Summary Briefing
Updated 17 May 2011

Key Facts and Figures
(all chapter and table references are from Poverty in Scotland 2011i,)

Measuring poverty
(see Chapter 3 pp31 – 35, Chapter 5 p67,p71,p72. The latest 2009/10 figures are from
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/05/povertystats0910 and Table 2.2db
http://statistics.dwp.gov.uk/asd/hbai/hbai2010/pdf_files/chapters/chapter_2_hbai11.pdf)

People are considered as living in poverty if they live in households with less than
60% of median household income. This is the key measure used by UK and
Scottish government, and by the EU. Using this measure, and after housing
costsii are taken into account, the latest (2009/10) official data shows:
 A single person is in poverty if they are living on less than £124 per week
 A lone parent family with two children (aged 5 and 14) are living in poverty if

the are living on less than £256 per week
 A couple with two children (again aged 5 and 14) are living in poverty if they

are living on less than £346 a week (i.e. just over £12 each a day – not a lot to
cover food, fuel bills, household goods and transport, never mind school trips,
family visits and leisure activities))

 970 000 people in Scotland still live in poverty (19% of the population –
no change since the 2007 edition of Poverty in Scotland was published).

 250 000 children in Scotland still live in poverty (25% of all children –no
overall change since the 2007 Poverty in Scotland was published).

 Poverty in Scotland, and across the UK, is significantly higher that in other
European countries. In Denmark and Norway less than 10% of children live
in poverty, whilst Germany has a poverty rate of 15%iii.

Is poverty falling? (see Chapter 5 Table 5.1 and Chapter 7 table 7.1)
Real progress had been made in reducing the numbers of people living in
poverty, specifically among children (down by 100 000, over a quarter, between
1996/97 and 2004/05) and pensioners (down by nearly two thirds since 1996/97)
However, since 2007 there has been no overall reduction in child poverty or
fall in working age adult poverty as of the latest data available. These trends
follow dramatic increases in poverty between 1979 and the mid 1990’s.

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/05/povertystats0910
http://statistics.dwp.gov.uk/asd/hbai/hbai2010/pdf_files/chapters/chapter_2_hbai11.pdf


Is inequality reducing? (Chapter 6)
A key theme emerging in the 2007 edition of Poverty in Scotland was that policy
was ignoring the wide gap between rich and poor, failing to take account of the
link between high levels of inequality and poverty. Since 2007 the SNP
government in Scotland has set a ‘high level solidarity purpose target’ to reduce
income inequality in Scotland by 2017. However as yet income inequality has
not fallen, and recent and projected trends suggest that without substantial
policy changes it is unlikely that income inequality will reduce dramatically (p76).

Who lives in poverty? (Chapter 7)
Alongside children, certain groups of people are at particular risk of poverty.
These include lone parents, people who are not working, people affected by
disability and people from ethnic minorities. The scale and intensity of poverty
also varies with place. Glasgow still has a disproportionate share of Scotland’s
poorest local areas. However large numbers of people in poverty live in areas
with lower concentrations of poverty. More people are income deprived in
Edinburgh than in any other local authority area except Glasgow and North
Lanarkshire. Poverty is most prevalent in urban areas, yet almost 100 000 people
in rural areas are income deprived.

What causes poverty? (Chapter 4)
Individual behaviour is found to be of limited value in explaining the extent of
poverty in Scotland. Neither can poverty be reduced to the status of a
straightforward economic outcome – even when Scotland’s economy grows
poverty remains widespread.  In fact a combination of social, political and
economic factors and choices drive the nature and extent of poverty. The
key drivers of poverty are inequality, low pay, inadequate benefits, poor quality
work opportunities and lack of support for those with caring responsibilities, ill
health or effected by disability.

What is life like for people living in poverty? (Chapter 8)
A lack of money leads to the threat of falling into debt, choosing between
necessities, going without basics, frequently being caught up in a cycle of ‘dead-
end’ jobs, and being unable to save. For children it means, for example, having
less access to safe play space (table 8.11), and being less likely to participate in
arts and drama, sports or other outdoor activities (Table 8.12). Whilst financial
inclusion policies have led to significant improvements since 2007 in access to
basic financial products a third of households with incomes of less than £20k
still have no savings (Table 8.1). These households are also less likely to have
the means to fully participate in society more generally, over half, for
example, still having no internet access or car available to them (8.2). What’s
more they are far more likely to be living in fuel poverty, spending a
disproportionate level of already inadequate income on basic energy bills (8.3).

Not surprisingly poverty means lower levels of mental wellbeing, shorter life
spans and more years of ill health. Those in the lowest 20% of household



incomes, and particularly women, are far more likely to suffer from depression
(34% compared to 10% of women in the richest 20%), anxiety (32% compared to
17%) or to have attempted suicide (15% compares to 1%) (see Table 8.5), whilst
men living in the most deprived areas have a life expectancy over eleven years
shorter than those in the 20% least deprived areas of Scotland (Fig8.1).

Key themes emerge from contributions to the book:

 Income and material conditions remain the most fundamental
determining dimensions of poverty. Political and policy emphasis on non-
income dimensions of poverty must not be used to draw attention away from
the fundamental causes of poverty (p4).

 Policy can work. Government commitments and policy action that boosted
pensions, benefits, tax credits and wages and removed some of the barriers
to work have had an impact, with child and pensioner poverty significantly
lower than in 1997. Other Scottish policy interventions welcomed by
contributors since 2007 include a focus on more equal health outcomes
(p156), extension of free school meal entitlement (p168), commitment to the
idea of a ‘living wage’ (p168 and p216), investment in income maximisation (p168
and p181), statutory commitments to tackle child poverty (p168), the Energy
Assistance Package, improved access to debt solutions (p186) and investment
in new council housing (p219).

 However progress on child poverty has stalled and working age adults
risk of poverty has not changed significantly. Authors share deep
concern that welfare cuts imposed by the current UK government will
reverse the progress that has been made, whilst Scottish and local
government appears to be failing to ensure policies and services that
contribute to reducing poverty are protected and promoted. Commitments
made since 2007 to, for example, roll out free school meals to all P1 to P3
pupils and extend the number of hours of free nursery education have been
scaled back in the face of funding pressures. In Scotland there is a gap
between national ambitions and action on the ground, and a question
mark over whether the current ‘framework’ approach to tackling poverty
is capable of driving the changes needed for real progress.

 An unevidenced emphasis on individual behaviour and lack of
aspiration continue to influence the representation of poverty, and
policy responses to that poverty.
 Authors highlight recent Westminster political campaigning that has

brought a revival of ‘moralistic scapegoating’ painting ‘sizeable
elements of Scottish society as ‘broken’’. (p134)

 The language of ‘worklessness’ has become commonplace, bundling
together a range of reasons why people are not in paid work including
disability, ill health and caring responsibilities. This oversimplification
has led to increasingly punitive welfare policies that increase the risk
of poverty. (p135)



 Representations of poverty on popular TV shows such as The
Scheme, Secret Millionaire and How the Other Half Live have focussed
on the behaviour of individuals, with no discussion of the social and
economic factors that generate and reproduce poverty over time.
(p138/9)

 Attention needs to be refocused on the privileges and lifestyles of the affluent
and rich, as much as those of the more disadvantaged. (p234)

 Action is needed to increase the national (UK) minimum wage and build on
commitments to a ‘living wage’ (p168) in Scotland and to give “health and
social outcomes an equal (or greater) weight to that given to economic
outcomes” (p157)

 Key policies that have proved effective in other countries, such as
ensuring benefits, taxes and wages protect people from poverty have
not been implemented (p146). Again, unlike in other European countries with
lower levels of poverty, services such as early years, childcare, education or
housing have not been provided in ways that allow people to fully participate
in their communities, paid employment or wider society.

 Access to effective welfare rights and money advice (chapters 13,15 and 16) is
crucial to maximising household incomes for those in and out of work
particularly at a time of huge changes to the welfare system, increasing job
losses and rising household debt.

 Lasting solutions to poverty will require the effective participation by
those who experience poverty in decision making. Such voices provide a
powerful alternative to distorted representations of poverty described above.

 The limitations of targeting services in response to poverty are
highlighted (e.g. Cohen p164, Dickie p171, Mooney p235) creating problems of
segregation, stigmatisation and take up. Universal benefits and services are
also seen as an important means to achieving public support for social
welfare and preventing poverty.
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i Poverty in Scotland 2011 represents a unique partnership of academics, campaigners, public health
professionals and service providers bringing together the latest facts and figures on poverty, with analysis
of how poverty impacts across Scotland. It is an essential contribution to discussion of how policy needs to
develop if poverty is finally to be eradicated.  It is published by the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG),
in association with The Open University in Scotland, Poverty Alliance and Glasgow Caledonian
University. It is the sixth in a series published since 1995. It is available from
http://onlineservices.cpag.org.uk/shop/policy_books.
ii Government measures for tracking progress on poverty use a before house costs measure. After housing
costs measures give a better indication of disposable income, better representing the lived experience of
poverty.
iiiInternational comparisons are on an before housing costs basis under which 21% of Scotland’s children
live in poverty Poverty in Scotland 2011 see Chapter 5 Figures 5.4, p70 and 5.6, p74
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