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What is Challenge Poverty Week?

Challenge Poverty Week was launched by the Poverty Alliance in 2013. We wanted to
highlight the injustice of poverty in Scotland, and to show that collective action based on
justice and compassion can create solutions. The week is an opportunity to raise your
voice against poverty and unite with others in calling for a just and equal Scotland. Each
year, hundreds of organisations in Scotland do just that, including elected representative,
charities and NGOs, local authorities, faith groups, businesses, school and colleges,
trade unions, professional bodies and more.

What are we calling for?

We demand better jobs for everyone who needs one, with fair conditions and wages that
pay the bills. To achieve this, we need policies which:

o Contribute to ending in-work poverty in Scotland by taking bold action to drive up
pay and conditions; and

e Give everyone in Scotland affordable access to the education, training and skills
they need, recognising education as a public good.

How do we get there?
Priority action that we need from the Scottish Government includes:

e The introduction of sectoral bargaining in low-paid sectors, like social care;

e Using all devolved powers to incentivise and encourage employers to adopt the
real Living Wage, Living Hours and Living Pensions;

e Making student support equivalent to the real Living Wage available to all higher
and further education students.

Priority action that we need from the UK Government includes:

e The delivery on its promise to end exploitative zero hours contracts and
strengthen employment rights.

Introduction

Work should offer dignity, security, and a route out of poverty. Yet, wages are failing to keep
pace with the real cost of living, and rising insecurity in the Scottish labour market is
undermining the impact of paid work on financial security. This means it is not always the
case that employment is the route out of poverty it should be, exemplified by the reality that
60% of working-age adults living in poverty — rising to 75% of children - reside in a
household where someone is in paid work."

It is clear that our labour market is simply not working for a huge number of people. This is
particularly true for women, disabled people and Black and minority ethnic (BME) people.
Women make up three-quarters of the part-time workforce in Scotland and account for 60%

' Scottish Government (2024) Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland 2020-23. Available at:
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Working-age adults
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of people earning below the real living wage.? In 2022, just over 50% of working-age
disabled adults had jobs compared to 82.5% of non-disabled adults.®> BME people earn less
per hour than their white counterparts, have twice the rate of insecure work and
underemployment, and are three times as likely to be in in-work poverty.*

We can and must do better. Change is needed to ensure that people can access good
quality, secure and well-paid work, which is appropriate for their circumstances, to making
meaningful progress on poverty. There is no doubt that, along with legislation, investment in
employability and retraining programmes which offer tailored support is a part of this change.

How do we get there?

If we are to tackle poverty in Scotland, we must see improvement in Scotland’s labour
market to ensure that it offers flexible, well-paid and secure work opportunities. This must
include strengthening the accessibility of education and re-training. Our policy asks are only
some of the many changes we need to see to ensure paid work is meaningful and covers
the bills.

Introduce sectoral bargaining in low-paid sectors, like social care

Collective bargaining is the process by which trade unions negotiate with employers to agree
terms and conditions of employment for all workers within a company or within a sector.
Through collective bargaining, unions improve wages and benefits for all workers, not just
union members. In Scotland, collective bargaining is commonplace in much of the public
sector but is less common in the private sector.

We need collective bargaining in sectors where low pay is concentrated, including retail,
hospitality, construction, early learning and childcare and the creative industries. However,
the Scottish Government should begin by focussing on social care. Social care employs over
200,000 workers in Scotland in complex, skilled, and socially and economically vital work.
However, this work is chronically undervalued. In 2020, residential care workers earned just
20% above minimum wage, nowhere near enough to reflect the value and complexity of this
work. By 2024, that figure had dropped to only 12%.5

Social care work, like other forms of care work, is systematically undervalued because it is
predominantly performed by women, making collective bargaining a key lever for addressing
poverty for the priority family groups, identified in the Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan.
79% of care workers and home carers in Scotland are women, totalling 75,000 workers.®

2 Close the Gap (2023) Fair work in a wellbeing economy. Available at:
https://www.closethegap.org.uk/content/resources/Close-the-Gap-briefing-for-Scottish-Government-Debate---
Fair-work-in-a-wellbeing-economy-Nov-2023.pdf

3 SPICE (2024) The declining disability employment gap in Scotland. Available at:
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefings/Report/2024/1/12/434f4dc4-caa1-4971-b5f3-
7699e70ec1ff.

4 Scottish Government (2022) Labour Market Statistics for Scotland by Ethnicity. Available at:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/labour-market-statistics-for-scotland-by-ethnicity-january-to-december-2021/

5 Scottish Trades Union Congress (2025), Report on Residential Care Workers Pay. Available at:
www.stuc.org.uk/resources/stuc-report-on-residential-care-workers-pay.pdf

6 Office for National Statistics (2025) Annual Population Survey - Employment by sex. Available at:
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/datasets/aps218/reports/employment-by-status-and-
occupation?compare=K02000001
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http://www.stuc.org.uk/resources/stuc-report-on-residential-care-workers-pay.pdf
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https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/datasets/aps218/reports/employment-by-status-and-occupation?compare=K02000001

Challenge Poverty Week 2025: Policy Briefing 2
We demand better jobs for everyone who needs one, with fair conditions and wages that pay the bills

The continued undervaluation of work done by women is one reason why care workers are
more likely to be experiencing in-work poverty in Scotland today.

“It's not a lot of money and doesn’t go far with a family considering we work shifts,
overnight and this is time taken from my family time. Two of my children who are older are
paid more an hour than me they work as an usher in the theatre and in retail. It's
demoralising to be paid so little. We’re underpaid and undervalued for the work we do.”

Social care worker’

Collective bargaining is one of the most effective tools for tackling low pay, income
inequality, and precarious work. Countries with high levels of collective bargaining coverage
- such as Sweden, Denmark and Belgium - have lower levels of low pay and income
inequality.® At the other end of the spectrum, economies like the UK, which have low levels
of collective bargaining, have more people earning low pay.® Between 2019-22, 65% of
people experiencing in-work poverty in Scotland either worked in, or had a family member
working in retail, hospitality or health and social work.'® Therefore targeting key low-pay
sectors like these represents a targeted approach to tackling poverty.

The UK Government’'s Employment Rights Bill will soon introduce sectoral bargaining for
social care in England and Wales and devolve the same powers to Scotland. However, the
Scottish Government already has powers which they have failed to use.

We cannot afford to wait any longer. Social care workers, and those working in low-paid
sectors, need an immediate pay rise, their jobs need formally revaluing to reflect their true
contribution to our collective wellbeing, and this should form the basis for an ongoing
sectoral collective bargaining framework.

Use all devolved powers to incentivise and encourage employers to adopt the real
Living Wage, Living Hours and Living Pensions

Although we have made strong progress in Scotland towards tackling this by increasing
earnings for the lowest paid, there are still around 276,000 workers in Scotland who do not
earn the real Living Wage, the only rate of pay calculated according to the cost of living.
That’s more than one in 10, with over 10% of workers locked in persistent low pay, defined
as earning below the real Living Wage for five years or more.'? We can and must do better.
Through a combination of moving parents not currently earning the real Living Wage up to
that level, and increasing their hours, we could lift 30,000 children in Scotland out of
poverty.'

7 Scottish Women’s Budget Group (2025) Voices from the Front Line: Social Care Workers in Scotland. Available
at: https://www.swbg.org.uk/content/publications/SWBG-Social-Care-Voices-FINAL.pdf

8 Denk, O. (2015) “Who are the top 1% earners in Europe? Available at : http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5jrp1939gkzw-
en

9 Keune, M. (2021) Inequality between capital and labour and among wage-earners: the role of collective
bargaining and trade unions. Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10242589211000588

0 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2025) Meeting the Moment: Scottish Election 2026. Available at:
https://www.jrf.org.uk/child-poverty/meeting-the-moment-scottish-election-2026

" Living Wage Foundation (2024) Employee Jobs Paid Below the Real Living Wage 2024. Available at:
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/employee-jobs-paid-below-real-living-wage-2024

2 Joseph Rowntee Foundation (2023) Poverty in Scotland 2023. Available at: https://www.jrf.org.uk/poverty-in-
scotland-2023

3 Joseph Rowntee Foundation (2025) Meeting the moment: Scottish Election 2026. Available at:
https://www.jrf.org.uk/child-poverty/meeting-the-moment-scottish-election-2026
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Employers are central to changing this. That is why employers across Scotland must step up
and commit to the real Living Wage, Living Hours and Living Pensions. Paying the National
Living Wage - really the ‘minimum wage’ set by the UK Government - is not enough. Full-
time workers paid the new National Living Wage will still earn £760 less per year than those
on the real Living Wage, a shortfall that could cover nearly three months of food for a
household or two months of housing and energy costs.' The real Living Wage, set by the
Living Wage Foundation, is the only UK wage rate independently calculated based on what
people need to live. It currently stands at £12.60 across the UK.

For employers, this means working towards:

¢ Living Wage: Paying everyone aged 18 and over at least the real UK living wage of
£12.60 p/h, including regular contracted workers;

o Living Hours: At least 4 weeks’ notice of every shift; payment for cancelled shifts; a
guaranteed offer of minimum of 16 hours a week; a contract to reflect hours worked;
and

¢ Living Pensions: Support employees to reach an annual savings benchmark of at
least £2,950.

For the Scottish Government, this means renewing and refocusing its effort to design Fair
Work into our economy. They can build on the Community Wealth Building Bill by resourcing
it properly and providing power to public bodies to deliver on its promise. They should
undertake a comprehensive review to ensure that all available powers are being used to
promote Fair Work. Although some progress has been made applying Fair Work First criteria
to public spending, gaps and limitations remain, such as incorporating Living Hours into Fair
Work guidance on procurement, and attaching Fair Work conditionality to the Small
Business Bonus scheme, a subsidy to business of £239 million in 2024.'°

Low pay and insecure forms of work are not distributed evenly, with female-dominated
sectors such as care, retail and hospitality more likely to be characterised by low pay and
insecurity. Women are 50% more likely to be in low pay than men, with one in 6 women in
work earning below the real Living Wage.'® Particular groups, such as disabled people,
Black and minority ethnic people - of whom 17% earn below the real Living Wage, compared

with 13% of all workers - and single parents are also more likely experience low-pay and in-
work poverty."’
While interest rates are beginning to decrease, lower income households take longer to feel

the impact from this due to more of their income being taken up by essentials like council
tax, private rents and energy costs, all of which have increased in cost by over 5%.

4 Living Wage Foundation (2025) National Living Wage rise welcomed, but real Living Wage still needed as low
pay surges. Available at: https://www.livingwage.org.uk/news/national-living-wage-rise-welcomed-real-living-
wage-still-needed-low-pay-surges

5 Scottish Government (2025) Non-domestic rates relief statistics 2024. Available at:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/non-domestic-rates-relief-statistics-2024/pages/small-business-bonus-scheme-
relief/

'6 Living Wage Foundation (2025) Nearly 3 million women paid below real Living Wage as gender pay gap
widens. Available at: https://www.livingwage.org.uk/news/nearly-3-million-women-paid-below-real-living-wage-
gender-pay-gap-widens

7 Further information on low pay can be found on the Living Wage Foundation website:
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/media-key-information-and-statistics
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Adopting the real Living Wage will directly impact these priority groups and ensure workers
can meet basic needs. Adopting Living Hours, offering predictable hours, and respecting
employees’ need for flexibility - particularly for carers and single parents - creates the
stability people need.

“Before | worked for Molke | had a Zero Hours contract, | didn’'t have a strong sense of
future or any true stability. Through Molke’s commitment to the real Living Wage and real
Living hours, | have been able to buy a house and consider starting a family. Something
that previously, | wouldn’t have been able to do. It has given me financial stability.”

Jennifer Clarke, Design and Marketing Assistant, Molke '8

Paying the Real Living Wage or introducing fairer contracts requires planning for businesses,
but employers who pay the real living wage are clear on the benefits, including:

e Improved morale and productivity;
o Better recruitment and retention; and
e Enhanced brand reputation

If just a quarter of those earning below the Living Wage saw their pay rise to the real Living
wage, the increase in wages, productivity and spending would deliver £114m back into the
Scottish economy.®

Make student support equivalent to the real Living Wage available to all higher and
further education students

Education in Scotland, though free at the point of tuition, is currently not financially
accessible. For many, our system is a pathway into poverty, not out of it. Formal education
costs money. Even students who do not pay for their tuition still have education-related
expenses like rent, transport, food and utilities, as well as costs like textbooks, equipment,
Wi-Fi and childcare.

Too many Scottish students find that the support offered to them while they study does not
meet their needs, a result not only of the level of student finance, but also unequal access to
existing support. Low-income higher education students receive support equivalent to the
real Living Wage, but this support is not available to students in further education, where
there is no national process for students to access funding. Instead, support will depend on
where you study. You do not get a discount on your rent, your electric bill or your grocery bill
for studying a further education course. So, there is no reason that these students should
receive any less to live their lives than those studying in higher education.

Further to this, a review of evidence on Scotland’s poverty-related attainment gap found that
disadvantaged young people are more likely to participate in further education than other
post-16 routes. That means that this lack of parity in financial support is disproportionately
impacting low-income learners.

'8 Living Wage Scotland (2024) Workers set for pay boost as real Living Wage increases to £12.60. Available at:
https://scottishlivingwage.org/workers-set-for-pay-boost-as-real-living-wage-increases-to-12-60/

19 Living Wage Foundation (2022) Real Living Wage could boost UK economy by £1.7 billion. Available at:
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/news/real-living-wage-could-boost-uk-economy-£17billion
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An independent report commissioned by the Scottish Government proposed a minimum
income guarantee for all students in further and higher education, ensuring that student
support is equivalent to the real Living Wage.?° Seven years on, the only students receiving
this level of support are those from low-income backgrounds in full-time higher education
courses. Whilst this is welcome, we need to go further. Further education and part-time
students, and apprentices, are still waiting for the Government to commit to a fair system for
everyone.

This would require the Scottish Government to implement the recommendations of the report
for a New Student Social Contract through legislation, giving all students the right to a
minimum income connected to the real Living Wage and developing a single funding body to
manage all post-16 student finance, regardless of where you are educated.

We must stop pretending that the promise of future financial rewards justifies asking
students to live and learn in poverty. Transforming how we view student financial support
can help to create the conditions where students are thriving, not just surviving, by providing
them the freedom to study without skipping meals, living in unheated homes, or taking on
excessive debt. This will end reliance on foodbanks and precarious employment, as well as
supporting students’ longer-term skills development and contribution to communities and the
economy.

At the moment, 37% of students and apprentices in Scotland worry or stress about their
finances all the time and have considered dropping out for financial reasons. 47% of further
education students have skipped a meal because of a lack of money. And 15% of college
students reported using a foodbank, far higher than the 3% of general population in the UK
who reported use of a foodbank in the previous 12 months in 2022/23.%!

Worries caused by these financial difficulties not only impact on students’ mental health and
wellbeing. They also risk students dropping out and not receiving the long-term benefits
education can give, or making the contribution to society they otherwise might. By not
supporting all students to be free from poverty, we risk continuing inequality in access to
education, higher dropout rates and the persistence of a two-tier education system where
further education and part-time learners are under supported. Ultimately, this will limit to the
ability of many to go on to further or higher study, bolstering Scotland’s already high
attainment gap, undermining our existing investment in education and our chance to lead the
UK in equitable lifelong education.

We know that every £1 invested in further and higher education yields £7 in return.
Education is a long-term investment, not a short-term cost.?? In many European countries,
student income is largely publicly funded, and student debt is low or non-existent, for
example, over 90% of tertiary education funding comes from public sources in Finland.??
These systems show that it is both viable and effective to publicly invest in students as a
societal asset, not a private consumer.

20 Scottish Government (2017) A New Social Contract for Students: Fairness, Parity and Clarity. Available at:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-student-financial-support-scotland/documents/

21 National Union of Students Scotland (2024) Roadmap to a new education system. Available at:
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/nus/pages/2873/attachments/original/1719393906/Roadmap_to_a_new_educati
on_system.pdf?1719393906

22 |bid.

23 |bid.
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We imagine a Scotland with a fully funded education system, where education is recognised
as a public good and there is complete parity between higher and further education. No one
should have to wonder whether they are able to afford to start a new college course, take on
an apprenticeship or pursue a degree. At the heart of improvements to Scotland’s education
offer must be the solid foundation of financial security.

That is why we are calling on the Scottish Government to make student support
equivalent to the real Living Wage available to all higher and further education
students.

Deliver on the promises of the Employment Rights Bill to end exploitative zero hours
contracts and strengthen employment rights

The UK Government’s Employment Rights Bill is a welcome step towards improving the
conditions for workers across the UK and in Scotland. In particular, the provisions to end
exploitative zero-hours contracts have the potential to provide workers with the stability and
certainty they need to have security in their work and to be free from the grip of in-work
poverty.

The UK Government must deliver on its promise to end exploitative zero-hours contracts and
strengthen employment rights through the Bill. This means ensuring it passes without
watering down and that the regulations which will support implementation do not allow
employers to find loopholes.

More than 90,000 Scottish workers were on zero-hour contracts between January and
March 2025.2* Zero-hours contracts are a form of insecure work which has become a
damaging feature of the UK and Scottish labour market since the 2008 financial crisis. It is
deeply connected with low pay, meaning the same workers often feel the sharp end of both
low pay and insecure hours.?® For example, women are more than twice as likely to be
‘under-employed’ than men - defined as working less than 16 hours and wanting to work

more - and are more likely to be on zero-hours contracts.?®

Having a zero-hours contract means that people are not being guaranteed the hours they
need to keep their head above water: 27% of people on zero-hours contracts report that they
would like to work more hours.?” Workers are left with little or no protection if employers
reduce or cancel shifts unexpectedly, with workers often having already paid for travel or
childcare to work. This is referred to as the ‘insecurity premium’.

240ffice for National Statistics (2025) Dataset: People in employment on zero-hours contracts. Available at:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/emp
17peopleinemploymentonzerohourscontracts

25 Living Wage Foundation (2023) Precarious pay and uncertain hours: Insecure work in the UK Labour Market.
Available at: https://www.livingwage.org.uk/precarious-pay-and-uncertain-hours-insecure-work-uk-labour-market
26 |bid.

27 Office of National Statistics (2018) Contracts that do not guarantee a minimum number of hours: April 2018.
Available at:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/articles/contractsth
atdonotguaranteeaminimumnumberofhours/april2018
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Any watering down of the Employment Rights Bill, or poor enforcement, will mean the
potential continuation of exploitative practices which trap people in in-work poverty. We must
therefore see a strengthening of workers’ rights through legislation, to ensure all people can
access the wages and hours they need for financial security.

The Scotland Demands Better campaign

This year’s Challenge Poverty Week themes and policy asks reflect those of the
Scotland Demands Better campaign.

We know that change for the better happens when people stand together and demand it.
Scotland needs that change. Too many of us are being cut off from life's essentials. Too
many are frightened of what the future will bring. Too many are going hungry, are without
a home, are sacrificing meals for families, dreading winter due to heating costs, or
struggling to get by on wages that don’t cover their household costs

Scotland Demands Better is a response to these challenges. The campaign is a standing
together, in a shared vision of a Scotland free from poverty, to make change. Itis a
showcase that we have practical ideas to overcome the injustice of poverty and the
resources we need to make them work. Led by the Poverty Alliance, more than 230 civil
society organisations - and many more individuals - support the campaign and its
demands for better jobs, better investment in life’'s essentials and better social security.
And this support Is growing.

A key moment in this campaign will be a non-partisan march and rally in
Edinburgh on the 25th of October 2025. Join us, alongside thousands of people
from across Scotland, on the streets of the capital with a simple message to our
political decision makers: Scotland Demands Better.

For full details on the campaign, as well as information about the march and rally, visit
the campaign website at https://www.scotland-demands-better.com/.

For more information, please contact:

Ruth Boyle, Policy and Campaigns Manager: ruth.boyle@povertyalliance.org

Chloe Campbell, Policy and Parliamentary Officer: chloe.campbell@povertyalliance.org
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