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Work should provide security, flexibility and wages that pay the bills 

This Challenge Poverty Week, we are focusing on the need to increase the number of 
workers receiving the real Living Wage - and having access to Living Hours and 
Living Pensions – and the key role of employers and governments in making this 
happen. 

Work should offer dignity, security, and a route out of poverty and fair wages that provide a 
decent living for all workers are a human right. 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. 63% of working-age adults and 75% of children 
living in poverty are in a household where someone is in paid work: employment alone is not 
the route out of poverty it should be.1  

Our labour market is simply not working for a huge number of people.  Although the human 
right to equal remuneration for work of equal value applies across all sectors,2 low pay and 
insecure forms of work are not distributed evenly in society, with female-dominated sectors 
such as care, retail and hospitality more likely to be characterised by low pay and insecurity. 
Across the UK, women are 50% more likely to be in low pay than men, with one in six 
women in work earning below the real Living Wage.3 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.4  

 
1 Scottish Government (2024) Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland 2022-25. Available at:  
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-and-income-inequality-in-scotland-2022-25/  
2 General comment No. 23 (2016) on the right to just and favourable conditions of work (article 7 of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) 
3 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 
4 Further information on low pay can be found on the Living Wage Foundation website: 
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/media-key-information-and-statistics 

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. 
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Real Living Wage, Living Hours and Living Pensions 

We can and must do better. To make meaningful progress on poverty, we need a step 
change in ensuring people can access good quality, secure and well-paid work, which is 
appropriate for their circumstances. 
Although we have made strong progress in Scotland in increasing earnings for the lowest 
paid with more than 2,800 accredited Living Wage employers across the country, there are 
still around 286,0000 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 10,5 with over 
10% of workers locked in persistent low pay, defined as earning below the real Living Wage 
for five years or more.6 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  

Employers are central to changing this. That is why more 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.8 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 £13.45 across the UK.  

 Living Wage: Paying everyone aged 18 and over at least the real UK living wage of 
£13.45 p/h, including regular contracted workers; 

 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 £3,150. 

Doing this requires planning for businesses, but employers who pay the real living wage are 
clear on the benefits, including:  

 Improved morale and productivity; 
 Better recruitment and retention; and 
 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.9  

 
5 Living Wage Foundation (2025) Employee Jobs Paid Below the Real Living Wage 2025. Available at: 
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/employee-jobs-below-real-living-wage-2025 
6 Joseph Rowntee Foundation (2023) Poverty in Scotland 2023. Available at: https://www.jrf.org.uk/poverty-in-
scotland-2023 
7 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 
8 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 
9 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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Government Leadership  

We need leadership from the UK and Scottish governments to fulfil their human rights 
obligations and take concrete and targeted steps to create the environment where 
employers take up this responsibility. The UK Government’s Employment Rights Act has 
been a step in the right direction, but implementing, enforcing it and helping build a culture 
where employers meet the requirements of the act as a minimum will be key. As the 
legislation is taken forward, the UK Government should set the threshold for the right to 
guaranteed hours at 16 hours per week, consistent with the Living Hours standard and the 
evidence of the positive impact that greater security and predictability have for both workers 
and employers. 

The Scottish Government has shown leadership through its commitment to sectoral 
bargaining in Social Care, but this should just be the start and should be used as an 
opportunity build sectoral bargaining frameworks in other sectors characterised by low pay 
and insecure work.  

The Scottish Government must also ensure it is using all devolved powers available to it to 
incentivise and encourage employers to adopt the real Living Wage, Living Hours and Living 
Pensions. This means renewing and refocusing its effort to design Fair Work into our 
economy. 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 
2024.10  

Questions MSPs can ask in Parliament 

 What steps will the government be taking to ensure it is using all available powers to 
incentivise and promote the adoption of Fair Work in Scotland?  

 What specific actions is the government taking to address higher rates of low pay 
and insecure work for women, disabled people and Black and minority ethnic people 
in Scotland?  

 What plans does the Scottish Government have to explore the potential of sectoral 
bargaining approaches in key sectors, beyond social care?  

 

 
10 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/  

For more information, please contact:   

Gary Christie     Chloe Campbell 

Policy and Campaigns Manager   Policy and Parliamentary Officer  

gary.christie@povertyalliance.org  chloe.campbell@povertyalliance.org 
 


