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“Some may get back to whatever normal looks like – for others though, the shadow of Covid-

19 will be hanging over our heads for a long time. That may be through continued isolation 

or it may be through deeper poverty or poorer physical and mental health.” 

Lynn Williams, unpaid carer1 

 

This briefing explores the link between the under-valuing of care work in Scotland and a growing gendered 
poverty crisis. It is part of a series of papers written to inform public debate in Scotland, Britain and Globally. It 
outlines how women provide most paid and unpaid care in Scotland and examines the context for those with 
different types of caring responsibilities. The paper amplifies the voices of people providing care, while 
reviewing the evidence and priorities of those working to support them. It details emerging evidence on the 
impact of the coronavirus crisis and makes a series of recommendations for the Scottish Parliament to better 
value and invest in care. Protecting people providing care from poverty, and valuing their contribution, must be 
at the heart of a Just, Caring and Green Recovery in Scotland.  
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KEY MESSAGES 
 

● We have one simple ask of governments across Britain: act now to end poverty for carers, paid and unpaid, 
by investing in care, and creating the care jobs that will power a Just, Caring and Green Recovery. 

● Care, Covid and women: The coronavirus crisis has placed yet more pressure onto households and women who 
were already at breaking point after years in which the costs and responsibility for care have shifted from 
government and business to households – especially those in poverty. Even pre-crisis, carers were more likely 
to be in poverty. Women deliver most care and therefore suffer most from the systemic under-valuing of care.  

● Care matters to all of us: We all need care at some point in our life: whether as a child, in older age, or due to 
ill health or additional needs. Around 3 in 5 people will become an unpaid carer at some point.2 Research 
suggests that an estimated 1.1 million people in Scotland are now unpaid carers.3 

● The Scottish Parliament must act: It has significant powers to protect those who provide care from poverty 
and there is strong public support for it to use them.4 Investing in care will create new, green jobs.5 We must 
build a wellbeing economy for people and planet, with carers at the heart of a Just, Caring and Green Recovery. 

 

 

THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT MUST ACT NOW TO END POVERTY FOR CARERS 
 

To help make care count, and protect every carer from poverty, the Scottish Government should:  
 

▪ Prioritise investment in the care sector as a low-carbon, gender-just solution to job creation and green economic 
recovery, placing people with caring responsibilities at the heart of a Just, Caring and Green Recovery in Scotland; 
 

▪ Implement a step-change in how we value care by fully recognising that care work, paid and unpaid, is skilled 
work and valuable to our collective social and economic wellbeing by embedding this perspective, and the voices 
and experiences of people with caring responsibilities and those supported by them, across all areas of policy.   

 

To protect unpaid carers looking after people with ill health or additional needs the Scottish Government should:  
 

▪ Relieve immediate income pressures by enhancing emergency financial support, including replicating the one-off 

Coronavirus Carer’s Allowance Supplement in December 2020 while considering additional financial support for 

those who do not qualify for this payment, and ensuring effective access to wider crisis funds; 
 

▪ Embed a step-change in the valuing of unpaid carers through speedy introduction of Scottish Carer’s Assistance 

while ensuring effective implementation of non-financial support to carers under the Carers Scotland Act 2016; 
 

▪ Make it easier for unpaid carers to leave poverty through entering and sustaining paid employment by increasing 

expectations on employers to provide a supportive environment as part of decent work, bolstering voluntary 

accreditation schemes and making access to public money conditional on progress to achieve this.  
 

To protect low-income families, alongside all those in or at risk of poverty, the Scottish Government should:  
 

▪ Support those caring for children to secure and sustain decent work by boosting access to high-quality, accessible 

and flexible publicly-funded childcare, including recommencing the delayed expansion as soon as possible and 

seeing this as stepping-stone to wider entitlement; 
 

▪ Ensure those juggling paid and unpaid work can provide quality care for their children and families while avoiding 

poverty by improving the quality of work, strengthening voluntary accreditation schemes and Fair Work First to 

ensure receipt of public funding is conditional upon enhanced support to those with childcare responsibilities; 
 

▪ Immediately use devolved powers to give low-income families the equivalent of at least £10 per week per child 

while ensuring access to timely and adequate emergency financial support for those facing an income crisis.  
 

To protect paid carers from poverty, while increasing support for unpaid carers, the Scottish Government should:  
 

▪ Use devolved powers to raise new revenue to significantly boost investment in social care, while protecting other 
vital services, with consideration of a dedicated Scottish Social Care Tax; 
 

▪ Review and strengthen Fair Work First criteria and swiftly apply these to all publicly-funded social care and 
childcare and move faster to fulfil and strengthen commitments to increase collective bargaining in social care 
while reconsidering the private provision of public services within both sectors.  
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INTRODUCTION  
 

This briefing explores the link between the systemic undervaluing of care work and poverty in Scotland, particularly amid 

the coronavirus crisis. Poverty isn't inevitable, it can be overcome – and a crucial step is to challenge the structural causes 

driving care-related poverty, while adequately valuing and investing in care, and all those who provide it. 

 

Our focus here is on Scotland, but we are deeply worried about the serious implications of both under-valued care work 

and Covid-19 on all those living in or at risk of poverty. We are particularly concerned for women, who generally have the 

least financial resilience to income shocks because of deep pre-existing inequalities and are therefore likely to be impacted 

the most.6 Globally, 736 million people live in extreme poverty7 and more than 2 billion people face this pandemic without 

access to clean water.8 Without action, a “tidal wave of COVID will become a tidal wave of new poverty”9, with up to half 

a billion more people pushed into poverty, the first rise since 1990.10 Within months, 12,000 people per day could die 

from hunger linked to COVID-19.11 No-one is safe until we all are, and we need a global response.12 

 

In Scotland, this briefing comes at a critical time. As we tentatively emerge from the pandemic’s dark shadow, politicians 

are considering how to support the recovery. The Scottish Government is reviewing a report by the Advisory Group on 

Economic Recovery13 which urges Scotland to “seize the opportunity for a process of national renewal”. Before this 

pandemic, one in five people in Scotland were in poverty.14 Many more now rely on a social safety net that too often fails 

to protect them from poverty.15 The full impact of this crisis is not yet known. However, the UK Chancellor has warned 

that a “significant recession” is “very likely”16 – with Britain’s economy shrinking by 20.4% in April 2020.17 In Scotland, the 

economy may have shrunk by a third during lockdown and unemployment could reach 10% by late 2020.18  

 

Amid this context, the coronavirus crisis has sharply highlighted the importance of care and it is impossible to ignore the 

deep links between care and poverty – nor the gendered nature of this. While action has long been championed by carers’, 

anti-poverty and women’s rights organisations, too many people with caring responsibilities face poverty. This wasn’t 

right before the pandemic. It certainly isn’t now and it’s getting worse. Failing to tackle this injustice would be 

unforgivable. Investing in care is not just the right thing to do, it would create significant numbers of new, valuable, low-

carbon jobs, and help deliver a Just, Caring and Green Recovery in Scotland.19  

 

Whether paid or unpaid, looking after children, older people, or those with ill health or additional needs, carers are the 

glue holding our society together. Care – the majority of which is provided by women – plays a critical role in maintaining 

a healthy and productive society and a functioning economy. Paid care workers, whether in care homes or looking after 

people in their homes, as well as unpaid carers supporting family or friends, are putting themselves at heightened risk of 

COVID-19. However, even before the coronavirus crisis, people with caring responsibilities were more likely to be in 

poverty, with the pandemic increasing financial pressures. Directly, and through restrictions put in place to reduce its 

spread, the virus has greatly increased care needs. While lockdown is easing, significant pressures remain, and the very 

last thing anyone with caring responsibilities needs is the added worry of struggling to pay the bills. 

 

Governments across Britain have tried to cushion the impact on incomes, with initiatives at UK level like the Job Retention 

Scheme20, Self-Employment Support Scheme and increasing the Universal Credit standard allowance, as well as measures 

to create an economic recovery.21 As this briefing explores, action has also been taken at devolved level to help mitigate 

the impact, including for some of those with caring responsibilities. However, Oxfam and more than 100 care, anti-poverty 

and women’s rights organisations, unions and think tanks – including over 30 in Scotland – recently urged all politicians22 

across Britain to do more to protect carers from poverty by investing in social care and enhancing social security; with this 

message echoed in Scotland.23 Along with saving lives, this is a key test of our response.  

 

People should never have to live in poverty due to the care work they do. To achieve this, we must ensure: the importance 

of unpaid and paid care work are better recognised; unpaid and paid carers are represented in the design and delivery of 

policies and services that affect their lives; unpaid care work is reduced and the responsibility redistributed more equally 

between women and men, and between households, governments and businesses; and paid carers are properly 

rewarded, with unpaid carers protected from poverty. If we do these things, we can together make care count in Scotland. 
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OXFAM’S DEFINITION OF CARE AND OUR WIDER RESEARCH 
 
We believe care work is a critical social good – without it our society and economy wouldn't function. Yet we believe 
all care work is under-valued and under-invested in. Social care workers, unpaid carers of disabled and elderly people, 
childcare workers and parents all deserve better. When we’re discussing care, we are referring to all of these groups. 
▪ Unpaid care work is the direct caring for people – such as bathing a child or taking care of adults who are sick; as 

well as indirect care of the household – such as cooking and cleaning domestic work – without any explicit financial 

compensation. ‘Unpaid carers’ in this briefing includes parents and guardians caring for children, and those caring 

for children and adults with additional needs due to illness, disability or age.  

▪ Paid care work is caring for people or doing domestic work for pay, e.g. social care and childcare workers. It takes 

place in public and private care sectors, such as education, health and social work, but also in private households. 

Domestic workers might care directly for other people and do tasks such as cleaning, cooking and washing clothes. 

 
This briefing focuses on the levers for change held by the Scottish Parliament, however these issues are also explored 
in two Britain-wide reports published by Oxfam, and within wider work focusing on the under-valuing of care globally:  
▪ Make Care Count: demonstrating the link between care and poverty in Britain;24 

▪ Care, Poverty and COVID-19 Across Britain: demonstrating how the coronavirus crisis is intensifying this injustice;25 

▪ Time to Care: examining the scale of global economic inequality amid the undervaluing of care work;26 

▪ Care in the Time of Coronavirus: evidencing a surge in unpaid care, and the impact on women.27 

 

UNDER-VALUED CARE AND POVERTY 
 

 “I suppose it’s making us older before our time... it is stressful, and I don’t know what  

sort of toll [it] takes ultimately on you, you know, the worry and things of it.” 

Unpaid Care Research, Woman28 

 

Care is about much more than any financial reward: both paid and unpaid care work is a vital social good and an essential 

human right. It contributes to developing human capabilities, supports children to thrive and learn, adults to rest and be 

ready for paid work, and people with illness or disability to be healthy and contribute to society and the economy.29 It is 

crucial to all of us and yet is largely invisible within economic measures and systemically undervalued. Our broken global 

economy accumulates vast wealth into the hands of a rich few, in part by exploiting the unpaid labour of millions. Women 

and girls carry out 12.5 billion hours of unpaid care every day, worth at least $10.8 trillion a year to the global economy.30 

With little or no time to get an education, earn a decent living or have a say in how our societies are run, carers are too 

often trapped at the bottom of the economy and often rendered invisible in measures of economic progress.31 

 

This is too often also the case in Scotland. In January 2020, even before coronavirus struck, new data showed the 

staggering economic value of unpaid care in Scotland. While complex to calculate in total, if the hours of unpaid household 

and caring work undertaken – mainly by women – were paid at the average wage rate of equivalent paid jobs, their value 

was estimated at around £36 billion per year.32 The UK figure was estimated at £451bn. Care is the hidden engine driving 

our economy and we can’t afford to go on under-valuing it while leaving too many carers – paid or unpaid – in poverty.  

 

While lower than in the rest of the UK, largely due to lower housing costs, the poverty rate in Scotland has gradually risen 

over the last decade. Pre-pandemic, 19% of people lived in poverty33 with – at one in four – children more likely to be in 

poverty.34 However, those with caring responsibilities are more likely to face manifestations of this injustice – for example:   

▪ The poverty rate for single women with children is 39%, some 20% higher than for all working-age adults;35 

▪ Paid care work is associated with low incomes, poor working conditions and a lack of agency; as the Fair Work 

Convention has noted: working in social care can be fulfilling but is not always fair.36 

▪ Even before the pandemic, the Scottish Government estimated that 47% of carers in the most deprived areas were 

caring for 35 hours a week or more – almost double the level in the least deprived areas.37 
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During the coronavirus crisis, polling carried out by YouGov for Oxfam showed strong public support across the UK for 
better valuing carers.38 Some 78% of adults said care work is not valued highly enough by the UK Government. A 

parallel poll in Scotland shows 62% of adults believe care work is not valued enough by the Scottish Government.39 

 
There has been some progress towards richer measures of national progress in Scotland. The Scottish Government’s 

purpose within the National Performance Framework includes “increased wellbeing” alongside “sustainable and inclusive 

economic growth.”40 Scotland’s First Minister has shown personal support41 for a transition from a narrow focus on Gross 

Domestic Product to a wider focus on the wellbeing of people and the planet and is leading the Wellbeing Economy 

Governments partnership.42 She has highlighted the inadequacies of GDP in capturing the contribution made by unpaid 

carers but much faster progress is needed to properly value them. We all have a role to play – government, businesses, 

charities, local authorities, and individuals. We must, together, secure a positive legacy from the coronavirus crisis by 

righting the wrong of carer poverty and by creating a future that values the wellbeing of people and the planet. 

 

 “[GDP] puts a value, for example, on illegal drug consumption, but not on unpaid care. It values 

activity in the short term that boosts the economy, even if that activity is hugely damaging to the 

sustainability of our planet in the longer term.” 

First Minister Nicola Sturgeon43 

 
 

MAKING BETTER POLICY: LISTENING TO CARERS 
 

Better policies are made when experts are meaningfully included. Carers are experts in their day-to-day experiences and 
Governments must ensure they are part of policy-making processes. Unpaid carers have told us about44: 
 

▪ The challenges of juggling unpaid care and paid employment, with many describing how they were forced to leave 
or reduce the time spent in paid employment due to the demands of their caring duties and a lack of flexible jobs;  

▪ The importance of affordable, accessible and flexible childcare in accessing and maintaining employment; 
▪ Having to rely on a complicated and inefficient social security system that often does not provide adequate financial 

support, including sufficient support from benefits like Carer’s Allowance; 

▪ The problematic links between benefits and paid work, with carers and parents having to carefully manage income 
from paid work and benefits to avoid being penalised for extra employment income that is still not sufficient; 

▪ The impact on the emotional, mental, physical and social well-being of carers of providing round-the-clock care;  
▪ Feeling lonely and isolated, with carers having less time to meet or share their experiences and issues with others; 
▪ Feeling that society does not value those providing care, or those receiving it, with them made to feel like a burden. 

  
 

WOMEN, CARE AND COVID-19 
 

There are deep overlaps between the under-valuing of care and gender inequalities. Across the world, paid and underpaid 

care work is disproportionately provided by women and girls, especially those from groups who, as well as gender 

discrimination, experience discrimination based on ethnicity, nationality, and age.45 This unequal distribution of care, as 

well as the under-valuing of it, impacts women throughout their lives. It perpetuates gender and economic inequalities, 

undermines their health and wellbeing, limits their economic prosperity, fuels gender gaps in employment and wages and 

amplifies existing vulnerabilities.46 Women have less time to pursue paid work and career progression; making them more 

likely to have part-time or precarious work, earn less, and be more likely to live in poverty as they get older.  

 

Globally, the coronavirus crisis is making the unequal distribution of care even worse. A five-country survey47 

commissioned by Oxfam, shows that while men have been spending more time looking after their children and doing 

chores, like cooking and cleaning, women have too and are still doing more overall. Over half of women surveyed reported 

spending more time on cooking, washing, cleaning, and caring for children and family. Single mothers, women in poverty, 
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and ethnic and racial minorities reported the largest increase. Some 43% of the 3,558 women surveyed reported suffering 

more anxiety, depression, lack of rest and sleep and physical illnesses due to increased unpaid care work. 

 

 “You’ll often find that women are the anchors holding things together  

and that comes at a cost: personal and financial.” 

Unpaid carer, Scotland, Woman48 

 

Across the UK, including in Scotland, women are also more likely to be carers, on average, carrying out 60% more unpaid 

care work than men.49 Again, one consequence is that women have less opportunity to enter the labour market and, when 

they do, are more likely to be in flexible or part-time roles than men due to inadequate shared parental leave policies and 

unaffordable childcare. Many of these roles are often low-paid – such as within retail and cleaning. Paid care itself is also 

deeply gendered. In Scotland, women make up 96% of the paid childcare workforce50 and 86% of the care home 

workforce51; both sectors which are characterised by low-pay and poor working conditions. And more widely, working 

age women are, overall, more likely than men to experience poverty even while in paid work.52 

 

Worryingly, Close the Gap, Scotland’s policy and advocacy organisation working on women’s labour market participation, 

warn that women will experience disproportionate job disruption from the coronavirus crisis due to labour market 

inequalities, including the 13% gender pay gap and occupational segregation, with most key workers in “undervalued 

female-dominated occupations”, including nurses, carers, and supermarket workers.53 They say the opportunity for 

women in low-paid jobs to do paid work will be hampered by increased unpaid care, with Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) 

women, young women and women on zero-hour contracts more likely to work in a shutdown sector. Further, they warn 

of a “significant risk that the crisis will force women to leave their jobs, affecting their income, career prospects and 

making them more vulnerable to poverty”.54 These findings are reinforced by the Institute for Fiscal Studies, which says 

mothers are more likely to have quit or lost their job, or to have been furloughed and that more women may lose their 

jobs than men.55 In addition, more than half of working mothers in the UK report that increased childcare responsibilities 

during the coronavirus crisis have negatively affected their career prospects or will harm them in future.56   

 

Who provides care, and whose livelihood is prioritised in the home, are factors driven by social norms relating to gendered 

roles, as well as the fact that women are more likely to earn less due to structural discrimination in the workplace. This 

means women are disproportionately affected by the sudden spike in care needs created by the coronavirus crisis.57 The 

Equality and Human Rights Commission has warned pre-existing gender imbalances mean pandemic-related “reduction 

in social care provision by local authorities, changes in care requirements as a consequence of home working, and changes 

in childcare through the closure of schools and nurseries are likely to have a significant impact on women”.58 Feminist 

organisations have warned we could see a “substantial rollback” in gender equality, with women under pressure to cut 

hours or give-up paid work. Engender say women have told them: “they are unable to carry on squashing a full working 

day and a full day of childcare into the same 24 hours”.59 

 

Across Britain, new survey data60 suggests the unequal distribution of care work has deepened: 17% of men report 

spending more time on unpaid care tasks, such as home-schooling and caring for children, or caring for elderly or sick 

family or community members, with this rising to 23% for women. Similarly, while 28% of men report spending more time 

shopping for food, preparing meals, cooking, cleaning, or washing, the figure for women is 39%. While one in five men 

report feeling more stressed or anxious because of spending more time on care, this rises to 33% for women. 

Encouragingly, 58% of men agree they should carry out more unpaid care and domestic roles in the household, though – 

tellingly – more than three-quarters of women polled (76%) felt this was the case.  
 

 “… we need bold action on what Covid-19 has exposed, that women’s  

work is under-valued, under-protected, and under-paid.” 

Anna Ritchie Allan, Executive Director, Close the Gap61 
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It is also vitally important to recognise linkages to wider gender inequalities, including violence against women and girls; 

ending discrimination, and ensuring women are equally represented within positions of power and influence, across all 

sectors – including politics. It is essential that action is taken across these issues, including acting upon the 

recommendations of Scotland’s National Advisory Council on Women and Girls62 and the work of Women 50:50, the 

campaign for at least 50% representation of women in the Scottish Parliament, local authorities and on public boards.63 

 

TURNING PROGRESS IN SCOTLAND INTO A  
JUST, CARING AND GREEN RECOVERY 
 

To unlock significant progress in protecting unpaid and paid carers in Scotland from poverty, a step-change is required in 

how care is valued. We must place this at the heart of the recovery from the coronavirus crisis. The Scottish Government 

acknowledge that while caring can be a positive experience for the carer and the cared-for person, it is associated with 

carers being at higher risk of poverty and can impact their own wellbeing.64 They have made welcome policy and funding 

commitments, before and during the pandemic, with those with caring responsibilities in Scotland benefiting from some 

additional financial protections compared to those in other parts of the UK, but this cannot be the limit of our ambition.  

 

Positive measures include supplementing the UK Government-set Carer’s Allowance for eligible unpaid carers in Scotland, 

while also providing a one-off top-up in June 2020.65 Similarly, the commitment to fast-track a pay-rise for social care 

workers so they receive at least the Real Living Wage (£9.30) was welcome66, though it needs to reach all workers quickly. 

Others, like the Scottish Child Payment67 and the expansion of early learning and childcare entitlement68, will also help 

those with childcare responsibilities, particularly low-income families; though the implementation of both measures have 

been delayed. In addition, emergency measures like the recent increase in the Scottish Welfare Fund69 and the extension 

of free-school-meal entitlement over the school holidays70, will help protect people facing income crises, including those 

with caring responsibilities, at a time of increased financial pressures due to the coronavirus crisis. 

 

However, there is still an overwhelming need for a step-change in how we value those with caring responsibilities and for 

greater investment in the care sector. Without these, we will fail to realise the First Minister’s commitment to deliver the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in Scotland by 2030, including the commitment to leave no-one behind.71 

The SDGs include Goal 5, achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls, including recognising and valuing 

unpaid care and domestic work; as well as Goal 8, decent work for all. The Government says the National Performance 

Framework is Scotland’s way to localise and implement the SDGs.72 Better valuing care is a prerequisite for progress across 

the National Outcomes, including ‘fair work for everyone’73, but this will require deep and sustained policy commitment.  

 

Encouragingly, as lockdown eases and thoughts turn to a recovery from the pandemic, there is an opportunity to build on 

substantial public, political and media focus on care, and a desire for change in the status-quo.74 Scotland should seize 

this opportunity to show international leadership. We must, for example, harness strong public awareness and recognition 

of the role played by unpaid carers, with 43% of the public in Scotland who have never been an unpaid carer saying they 

are more aware of their contribution and with 72% saying they are not well valued or not valued at all.75  

 

“If the monumental scale and nature of this economic shock is not a catalyst to accelerate change and to 

find new bold, radical interventions that will transform Scotland’s economy, then nothing ever will be.” 

Advisory Group on Economic Recovery76 

 

In establishing the Advisory Group on Economic Recovery77, the First Minister asked it to “contribute to our aim of building 
a fairer, greener and more equal society”.78 In its report, the Group acknowledges “the fragility of our society and our 
economy, like that of others, has been laid bare these past few months” and says the crisis has helped us “rediscover 
what we value”. Positively, it says the recovery “must not repeat the mistakes of the past, whether the early years of the 
1980s recession or the post 2008 austerity” and says “we must seize the opportunity for a process of national renewal” 
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towards a wellbeing economy. Recognising the need to place Scotland on a climate-safe path, the Group says the recovery 
must place equal importance on four pillars: People, the Environment, Community and Business.  
 
Positively, the Advisory Group recognises the need for an investment-led and resilient recovery and calls for “a proactive, 
muscular intervention from all layers of government”. Specifically, it calls for faster reform of adult social care, including 
improving the quality of work and reviewing funding. However, while the importance of unpaid care work is 
acknowledged, there is a worrying lack of focus on how this can be better valued. This is described as a “serious blind 
spot” by the Wellbeing Economy Alliance Scotland79 who also say the Group’s report retains a focus on ‘growth’ without 
clarity over what type and for whom. While describing the report as a “good starting point”, it says it falls short in 
recognising the type of transformation needed for a wellbeing economy in which business and economic activity is 
“designed to serve people and planet, not thrive alongside them”.  
 

 “... a desire for ‘growth’ still features prominently ... What kind of growth? And for whom? Simply adding 

‘inclusive’ and ‘sustainable’ modifiers to growth does not answer either of these vital questions.” 

Wellbeing Alliance Scotland80 

 
While significant, the recovery cannot be shaped by the Advisory Group alone; a Just, Caring and Green recovery requires 
broad engagement. Encouragingly, several Scottish Parliamentary Committees8182 are also examining the impact of COVID 
and the Poverty and Inequality Commission has volunteered itself to “test out potential policies and solutions”.83  
 
However, a wide spectrum of civil society actors in Scotland have also called for a broader Recovery Commission to be 
established.84 Further, women’s and parenting organisations have published nine principles for putting “care and 
solidarity at the heart of a new economy”.85 They say that investment in childcare and care for disabled people and older 
people is “as essential to our economy as bricks, steel, and fibre-optic cable”, and is “necessary infrastructure for a 
sustainable wellbeing economy and a good society”.86 Amid a focus at UK level on investment in construction projects to 
stimulate a UK-wide economic recovery, characterised by the Prime Minister’s commitment to "build, build, build"87, the 
UK-level Women’s Budget Group has instead called for investment in care to be at the heart of the recovery.88 They say 
this would be both more effective in generating jobs than a programme of construction projects delivered over many 
years. The Group estimates that if the UK matched some Scandinavian countries and had 10% of its employment in care, 
this would generate nearly 2 million jobs overall, while helping to narrow the gender employment gap. 
 
The Scottish Government has committed to responding to the Advisory Group on Economic Recovery’s report by the end 
of July 2020. It must go significantly further and place care at the core of this national renewal. We must value and invest 
in care not only because it is the right thing to do, but because care, in all its forms, underpins our society, and our 
economy. This briefing seeks to explore the measures needed to help realise a step-change in the valuing of care.  
 

“This is an important moment for transformative change: for an economic stimulus that focuses on care”. 

Women’s Budget Group89 

 

 
To help make care count, and protect every carer from poverty, the Scottish Government should:  
 

▪ Prioritise investment in the care sector as a low-carbon, gender-just solution to job creation and green economic 
recovery, placing people with caring responsibilities at the heart of a Just, Caring and Green Recovery in Scotland; 
 

▪ Implement a step-change in how we value care by fully recognising that care work, paid and unpaid, is skilled 
work and valuable to our collective social and economic wellbeing by embedding this perspective, and the voices 
and experiences of people with caring responsibilities and those supported by them, across all areas of policy.   
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THE ROLE OF PROGRESSIVE TAXATION IN 

PROTECTING CARERS FROM POVERTY 
 

Quality public services, paid for by progressive taxes which recognise a taxpayer’s ability to pay, are the essential bedrock 

of efforts to reduce and redistribute care. Progressive tax and adequate public spending on free public services and social 

protection systems are also the key to tackling gender and economic inequalities. When governments choose not to invest 

in much-needed equalising policies and public services, like social care, they leave women to fill the gap, pushing them 

further into time and income poverty. Globally, too many governments shy away from levels of taxation on high incomes 

and wealth that would ensure a fairer contribution by those who can most afford it. Oxfam believes governments should 

go further to use fiscal policy – tax and spending powers – to actively support carers.90 

 

As detailed above, care work is currently undervalued in Scotland, as it is across Britain. Making care work the visible and 

valued engine of a new wellbeing economy in Scotland can only be done through increased levels of investment. Yet, amid 

a steep economic downturn91, we face a challenging period for the public finances. While the Scottish Government could 

commit more money from existing budgets, we must also protect other vital services. There are two main ways it could 

secure additional funding: through more money committed at a UK government level feeding in to Scottish budgets, or 

by using the Scottish Parliament’s significant tax-raising powers. The Scottish Government has shown itself willing to use 

devolved income tax powers – freezing thresholds for paying the higher rate of income tax in Scotland92 – to increase 

revenues for spending on devolved priorities. It could do so again to raise the funds needed to boost investment in care.  

 

IPPR Scotland has also explored the potential of local taxation as a means of raising additional revenue for local 

expenditure. It notes that since 1999, Scotland has had full devolution of powers over local taxation and, provided funding 

from new local taxes goes to fund local government expenditure, Scotland has wide legislative powers to introduce new 

local taxes alongside the existing ones such as council tax and business rates.93 The IPPR analysis cites various options to 

raise considerable new revenues, including a local inheritance tax and a local payroll tax for low-pay employers. 

 

We also note that the Welsh Government is exploring the viability of a new “social care levy”94, potentially making use of 

devolved powers over income tax to generate ring-fence additional funding for social care.95 The proposal put forward by 

Professor Holtham suggests the levy could involve tax rates set variably, with younger people and those with lower 

incomes paying less. These contributions would either be used immediately for social care or be split between immediate 

use and creating a new fund, based on the sovereign wealth fund model, which would then pay for the projected increased 

social care needs in future. He notes the public is more likely to accept taxes that are ’hypothecated’ – assigned to a 

specific purpose – in this case, social care.96 In fact, a poll conducted across the UK in May found that two in three people 

support an increase in income tax to fund pay rises for care workers.97 Questions around who would pay and how much 

have led to a lack of political consensus at UK level in recent years98, but the UK Government is once again examining 

reform and exploring how to provide additional funding.99  

 

This briefing makes clear that more investment is needed to protect those delivering all types of care – including those 

employed within the care sector – from poverty. While a dedicated care, or social care, tax or levy in Scotland – focused 

on taxing high incomes or wealth – should be considered, it is only one option to fund a transformation in the way we 

value and fund the social care system in Scotland while protecting unpaid carers from poverty. Who would pay, and at 

what level, is beyond the scope of this paper, however any increase in tax should be progressive. Regardless of the revenue 

source selected – whether it is new or existing, such as increasing general income tax rates, or a combination of both – 

there is an urgent need to be boost investment to ensure those delivering care are not trapped in poverty. The Scottish 

Government should not wait, it should use the powers it has to increase investment in social care in Scotland.  
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MAKING POLICY CARE 
 

In January 2020, the University of the West of Scotland-Oxfam Partnership explored paid and unpaid care work, poverty, 
and inequality with around 50 anti-poverty campaigners, carers and policy professionals.100 Six themes were identified: 
 
▪ Pay, income, and work conditions: lack of effective voice for paid carers; split shifts increasing transport costs and 

impacting carers’ family responsibilities; zero-hours contracts; recruitment and retention issues; the undervaluing 
of skills; the disproportionate impact on women; and the overall impact of the under-valuing of care by society.  

▪ Impact on carers: the physical and mental impact on carers of their work; the challenges for young carers of 
balancing work, schoolwork and care; the difficulties of managing income falls resulting from leaving paid 
employment to care unpaid; challenges in securing respite care; and a lack of funding for unpaid carers for training.  

▪ Quality of care: concerns around the quality of care due to low pay, lack of training, and high staff turnover amongst 
paid carers and insufficient levels of support for unpaid carers; the impact of time pressures; differentials in care 
quality between public and private care; and concerns about access to culturally- and faith-sensitive care services.  

▪ Care provision: delays in accessing and the adequacy of social security; pressure on local authority budgets, with 
this varying between areas; and concerns about a lack of smaller, more family-like care settings for young people. 

▪ Funding care: concerns about growing and unmet social care costs and the need for putting people before profit.  
▪ Policy and practice: concerns that good policy does not always lead to good practice ‘on the ground’.  
 

A MESSAGE TO THE POWERFUL 
 

Participants were also asked to work in small groups to develop messages to those in power. These included:   
▪ The huge social and economic costs of not valuing care work – under-paid, stressed, overworked, under-valued, 

and untrained carers are more likely to deliver poor quality care with knock-on effects on the health-care system;  
▪ Who cares for the carers? Paid and unpaid carers are often neglected in attempts to improve the quality of the 

care system – their needs must be met to avoid losing these workers to poor mental and physical health;  
▪ A society that does not appreciate its carers and those they care for is, by necessity, an uncaring one;  
▪ We were all cared for and will all be cared for, at many points in our life – we need a good care system for all. 

 

UNPAID CARERS – UNDER-VALUED AND UNDER-
SUPPORTED 
 

This section examines the interaction between unpaid care and poverty, and the policy context in Scotland. Firstly, it will 

examine those looking after people with ill health or additional needs, and secondly, those with childcare responsibilities.  

 

Caring for a person with ill health or additional needs and poverty 
 

Caring for a loved one with ill health or additional needs can be one of the most fulfilling things a person can do.  

 

 “Learning from them and them learning from you and watching them understand  

something that they didn’t understand before.” 

Unpaid Care Research, Woman101 

 

Prior to coronavirus, around 729,000 adults in Scotland reported providing care to someone due to their having a mental 

or physical illness, growing older, or having a physical or learning disability. Of those, 61% are women and 39% are men.102 

Overall, around one in six adults (16%) in Scotland provide this type of care; however, rates are highest amongst women 

(18%) compared to men (12%).103 It is estimated three in five people are likely to become a carer at some point104 with 

provision of unpaid care higher among adults in the most deprived areas (18%) compared to the least deprived (13%).105 
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A person’s likelihood of being a carer increases with age up until the 55-64 group, when nearly 17% of people provide 

care.106 The time varies from a few minutes per week to round-the-clock, 365-days-a-year support. Two-thirds of carers 

provide up to 19 hours per week – 32% up to four hours and 34% between five and 19 hours per week – but more than 

one in six provide 50 or more hours. The number of hours also increases with age: nearly twice as many of those aged 65 

and over (22%) reported providing 50 hours or more, compared with 12% of those aged 16-44. A higher proportion of 

female than male carers aged 65 and over reported providing 50 hours or more of care (26% compared to 16% 

respectively).107 MECOPP, the Minority Ethnic Carers of Older People Project, suggests 5.7% of the Black and Minority 

Ethnic population in Scotland identify as carers, though data is limited108, and it is thought there is under-reporting with 

individuals preferring to self-identify as spouses, sons or daughters, parents, relatives or good neighbours where the 

caring role is subsumed within this identity. Similarly, while research suggests 11.7% of the Gypsy/Traveller community in 

Scotland have a caring responsibility, there is little research and limited data.109  

 

Worryingly, despite the critical role they perform, many unpaid carers report that they receive little, if any, support – 

financial or otherwise. Around seven in 10 unpaid carers report receiving no help or support (69%). Even amongst those 

providing more than 35 hours of unpaid care per week, some 40% report doing so without help or support.110  

 

 “About three weeks ago I just broke. My doctor prescribed me medication because I was  

having panic attacks... This crisis has really brought home the fact that my partner  

and I are on our own; there’s no safety net.” 

Unpaid carer, Scotland, woman111 

 
Time-limited emergency legislation introduced during the pandemic contained provisions relaxing requirements on local 

authorities to conduct full community-care assessments for those who need social care.112 While limited in scope and 

duration113, the Scottish Human Rights Commission says human rights must be protected during this period.114 Positively, 

the Scottish Government has reinforced that local authorities should “not be constrained by funding issues” in delivering 

care packages, a key support for unpaid carers, and has agreed to meet additional costs.115 116 However, the Glasgow 

Disability Alliance has reported care packages have been reduced, leaving disabled people to rely on unpaid carers or go 

without support.117 The Health and Social Care Alliance Scotland say eligibility criteria for the more than 230,000 

individuals and families in Scotland who access social care have been tightened with care packages “reduced and/or 

stopped, sometimes with little or no notice, leaving people in distressing situations”.118 It is concerned about a lack of 

sufficient transparency about the use of the emergency powers, with the Government’s First Progress showing six local 

authorities have used them.119  

 

“Unpaid carers are vital in the national effort to keep vulnerable people safe during the coronavirus 

outbreak yet many fear that continuing to care around the clock will lead to them burning out.” 

Simon Hodgson, Director of Carers Scotland120 

 

Unpaid caring has surged during the pandemic. Polling in May 2020121 suggested 392,000 adults in Scotland – 

approximately 239,000 women and 153,000 men – had started providing unpaid care for the first time; typically, helping 

with food shopping and collecting medicine.122 Carers Scotland say this suggests a total of 1.1 million adults are providing 

unpaid care in Scotland. When unpaid carers were asked about the biggest challenges, they identified: managing the 

stress and responsibility (74%); negative impacts on their physical and mental health (70%); not being able to take time 

away from caring (66%); financial impacts of additional care costs (63%); the impact on other personal relationships (62%); 

the negative impact on their ability to do paid work (55%); and not having anyone to talk to about the challenges (53%). 

This data reinforces an earlier survey of 890 existing unpaid carers in Scotland in which 78% reported providing increased 

care, with 39% saying this was because their local care and support services had reduced or closed.123 Nearly a quarter 

(23%) were providing more care because they were worried about paid care staff having contact with the person they 

care for. On average, carers reported picking up an extra 10 hours per week. The pandemic is also significantly increasing 
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living costs, with 79% saying they are having to spend more money – 70% spending more on food and 53% more on other 

household bills. More than half (53%) said they feel overwhelmed managing their caring responsibilities.  

 
 

YouGov polling for Oxfam Scotland shows that 63% of people in Scotland believe that those on low incomes who look 
after sick or disabled people should receive more financial support through increased social security payments.124 

 
A SOCIAL SAFETY NET FOR UNPAID CARERS 
 

The Women’s Budget Group describe social security as a “fundamental element of a caring economy”.125 It is critical for 

women who receive a greater level of their income from it due to their disproportionate role as carers and secondary 

earners. Yet UK analysis suggests 59% of the cuts to social security by 2021-22 will have “come from women’s purses”. 126 

 

The main entitlement for unpaid carers across Britain is the £67.25 per week Carer’s Allowance.127 Applicants must be 

over 16, spend at least 35 hours a week caring for someone who qualifies for specified disability benefits, and earn less 

than £128 per week after tax, National Insurance and expenses.128 Worryingly, less than a third (31%) of carers aged over 

16 who look after someone for 35 hours of more per week report receiving Carer’s Allowance – suggesting issues around 

uptake, and the wider eligibility criteria.129 Power over Carer’s Allowance was devolved to Scotland in 2016.130 However, 

rather than changing it, the Scottish Government says its priority is to ensure a smooth transition to prevent disruption 

for carers. However, it has committed to creating a new Scottish Carer’s Assistance, with this entitlement due to open for 

applications by the end of 2021 and the transition from the DWP to Social Security Scotland fully completed by 2024.131 

 

This new entitlement creates a major opportunity to enhance support for unpaid carers in Scotland. The Scottish 

Government has acknowledged scope for policy change but says it will only do so when it is sure “there will not be an 

adverse impact on carers”.132 Consulting fully with carers is vital, but the need to increase support is also urgent. Carers 

Scotland has highlighted the need to extend support, including increasing the earnings threshold to help unpaid carers 

improve their incomes through employment. They have also suggested the removal of the full-time study rule, which 

limits the opportunities of carers, particularly young people, to enter further education to gain new skills or retrain without 

being penalised.133 Other options include reducing the qualifying criteria of 35 hours or more of care. 

 

 “You don’t live for yourself anymore, you’re like literally a robot, do you know? Everything, every 

 thought process is about when you’re cooking, it’s what they would like, what she would eat,  

what she wouldn’t eat, you know? …  Everything is to do with the child.” 

Unpaid Care Research, Woman134 

 

Pending Scottish Carer’s Assistance, positive measures have been implemented, including increasing Carer's Allowance in 

Scotland to match Jobseeker's Allowance. The Carer's Allowance Supplement, which is paid in two instalments per year 

of £230.10, benefits over 83,000 Scottish carers; it means eligible carers in Scotland receive 13% more per year than those 

in the rest of the UK. Further, amid the coronavirus crisis, the Scottish Government paid a one-off Coronavirus Carer’s 

Allowance Supplement of £230.10 in June 2020, providing much-needed respite.135 It has also relaxed some eligibility 

rules on Carer’s Allowance and provided £500,000 to support carer services to continue to operate. However, amid pre-

existing financial pressures and increased pressures during the pandemic, further support is needed; not least as many 

unpaid carers in Scotland do not qualify for Carer’s Allowance, the standard Supplement or one-off Coronavirus 

Supplement. While those in income crisis can access the Scottish Welfare Fund, Carers Scotland has called for a new, ring-

fenced Carer Wellbeing Fund, initially worth £5 million, to increase support for carers facing financial hardship.136  

 

In June 2020, the Scottish Government also announced £300,000 extra to support young carers.137 There are 29,000 young 

people caring for someone in Scotland. Financial support includes the Young Carer’s Grant, which is worth £305 a year to 

those aged 16, 17 and 18 who care for an average of 16 hours each week.138 The Scottish Government has further 

committed to boosting financial support to carers of more than one disabled child in spring 2021.139 



13 
 

Some organisations believe a Universal Basic Income (UBI), could help protect unpaid carers and others from poverty140; 

though others, including the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, question its affordability and impact on reducing poverty.141 

The concept would see either everyone, or the vast majority of people,142 receive an unconditional, regular payment – 

regardless of other sources of income. The First Minister says the coronavirus crisis has made her “much, much more 

strongly of the view that it is an idea that’s time has come”.143 A 2-year study into the feasibility of a UBI pilot by four local 

authorities in Scotland has also concluded a pilot is “desirable” to test its impact, including on poverty.144 However, the 

group says a pilot is not viable without support from local, Scottish and UK governments levels and the UK Government 

says a basic income is not the best response to the pandemic as it would not target those most in need.145 Meanwhile, 

others are exploring the potential of a model known as ”Universal Basic Services”, with access to services, such as care, 

available to everyone on the basis they have an entitlement to have their needs met.146 

 

The level of non-financial support for carers is also critical and the new online Wellbeing Hub is therefore welcome147, 

along with the Scottish Government’s £3 million Short Breaks Fund, and support for young carers through Young Scot’s 

Young Carers package. Additional measures flowing from the Carers (Scotland) Act (2016)148, which took effect in 2018, 

are intended to improve the health and wellbeing of carers, with a duty on local authorities to provide support to carers 

through an adult-carer support plan or a young-carer statement. It’s critical the welcome intent of these measures 

increases support for carers. A survey by the Coalition of Carers in Scotland149 found, of more than 1,000 carers surveyed, 

only 16% knew what the Act was and the rights it offered. Around one third (33%) had heard of the Act but were not sure 

what it was about, and around half (51%) had never heard of it. While a new Carers’ Charter150 now exists alongside the 

Act to outline carers’ rights, it is clear greater awareness of its provisions is required if the benefits are to be fully realised.  

 
 

FROM THE ASHES, NEW DREAMS START 
 

Lynn Williams cares unpaid for her husband, who has had a high-level, complete spinal injury for over 20 years.  
 

“Even before the pandemic, many carers faced poverty. For years, we’ve been plugging holes in the social care system. 
Carers face additional costs as a result of Covid-19. Our heating costs will be higher than normal; we’ve had to buy in 
more continence equipment. We’re doing more online shopping which brings its own costs, and stresses when you can’t 
get a delivery slot. We’re paying for deliveries and hygiene equipment, often at vastly inflated prices. 
 

“But we’re not just faced with financial pressures, there’s the emotional and 
physical toll too. We’ve had pain treatment postponed, yearly health check-
ups at the Spinal Unit may not happen and important diagnostic tests to look 
at kidney function have been cancelled. Others have faced similar challenges 
– leaving greater worry about the health and wellbeing of our loved ones. 
And of course, we worry about getting sick ourselves. That deep fear haunts 
my nights. What would happen to my husband should I contract the virus? 
Worse still, what if I died?   
 
“So many carers feel that they may burn out. And I understand how that feels 
– I have been anxious, scared and have felt utterly alone. My own fear is 
magnified when my husband looks on with terror in his eyes as he sees 
himself in every older or disabled person who dies as a result of this 
pandemic. At times, the pressure has felt like a heavy weight on my shoulders.  
 

“Honesty about the post Covid-19 reality must take into account the policy failures which preceded the crisis – the 
inequalities that that have been magnified by the pandemic. And honesty about all of this must be accompanied by hope. 
Hope is needed – we carers must be given a reason to keep fighting and to keep caring. A new normal requires a new 
politics and proper, total and open inclusion of those hardest hit in shaping the way forward, in shaping their own future. 
We cannot continue as we were before Covid-19. When we say lessons will be learned, we must mean it.” 

 

  



14 
 

ACCESS TO DECENT WORK FOR UNPAID CARERS 
 

Alongside accessible and adequate social security, unpaid carers who wish to take paid employment must be better 

supported. Prior to the pandemic, three million people across the UK combined work and care, with an estimated 270,000 

in Scotland.151 This means around one in eight people of the workforce in Scotland are carers, with this forecast to rise as 

the population ages and people work longer.152 We must ensure carers can access the labour market, with those already 

in it not being forced to leave paid work or reduce their hours due to caring responsibilities.  
 

“I did work before, and I had to leave work, so your income just went [makes ‘declining’ sound] ... The social 

worker gave me no option, just “you need to give up [work] to put in the 24-hour support” ... I had no choice.” 

Unpaid Care Research, Woman153 
 

 

The Work and Families Act 2006 gives carers the right to request flexible working and all employees also have the right to 

take unpaid time off for emergencies involving someone they look after. They are also protected against direct 

discrimination or harassment due to their caring responsibilities.154 However, there is often very limited awareness, 

amongst both employers and employees, of the minimum legal rights. Carers UK say that making caring a protected 

characteristic in the law would increase levels of support.155 Yet supporting carers to enter and sustain work benefits 

carers and their employers and employers should develop and implement, with carers, flexible practices such as part-time 

working, compressed hours and job-sharing, alongside other forms of practical support. The UK Government is consulting 

on the introduction of one week per annum statutory carer’s leave156; some 80% of carers across the UK say that additional 

paid care leave of between five and 10 days would help them to juggle work and unpaid care.157 However, the UK 

Government’s proposal is that this leave is unpaid, limiting the ability of carers on lowest wages to benefit from it. 

 

While employment rights are reserved to Westminster, the Scottish Government has a significant role to play to ensure 

work provides a reliable route out of poverty for carers. Encouragingly, it recognises that, “many carers give up work 

because the job of juggling their work and caring responsibilities simply becomes too much”.158 As part of the Fair Work 

Action Plan, it funds the Carer Positive scheme to recognise employers providing a supportive environment, including 

flexibility, for carers.159 While there are currently 437,000 employees working within 192 accredited employers, uptake 

could be significantly higher, with there being more than 356,000 private-sector businesses in Scotland.160  

 

Carer Positive is also referenced within the Scottish Business Pledge161 – a “values-led partnership between Government 

and business”. While the Pledge is a welcome attempt to improve business practice, expectations on employers to support 

carers should be increased. Participation with the Pledge is growing, but still at a very low level; as of 31 January 2020, 

some 722 businesses had signed up, 0.4% of Scotland’s registered business base. The Government re-vamped the scheme 

in 2019 and the continuing focus on the Scottish Living Wage and the introduction of an additional core commitment to 

reducing the gender pay gap was welcome. However, the refresh failed to sufficiently enhance the platform as a tool to 

improve business practice. Oxfam Scotland called for a more robust accreditation process, with clear incentives for 

businesses to engage in continuous improvement.162 The Advisory Group on Economic Recovery has now also encouraged 

the Scottish Government to make greater use of conditionality as it supports businesses during the coronavirus 

recovery.163 The Group says conditionality should be “pursued actively” to promote good practice. This should include 

enhancing support for carers to ensure the Government’s £11bn per year of public procurement drives faster change.164 
  

 “Where do you go once you stop caring? Where’s the help to get you back into work?... If you’ve looked after a 

set of parents and then they die, you’re just left… No support, no, you’ve saved the government thousands and 

then you’re just left... I know several carers, they just find it so difficult to find a job after caring.” 

Unpaid Care Research, Woman165 
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To protect unpaid carers looking after people with ill health or additional needs the Scottish Government should:  
 

▪ Relieve immediate income pressures by enhancing emergency financial support, including replicating the one-
off Coronavirus Carer’s Allowance Supplement in December 2020 while considering additional financial 
support for those who do not qualify for this payment, and ensuring effective access to wider crisis funds; 

▪ Boost awareness of the entitlements and non-cash support for carers and support them to access it. 
 

▪ Embed a step-change in the valuing of unpaid carers through speedy introduction of Scottish Carer’s Assistance 

while ensuring effective implementation of non-financial support to carers under the Carers Scotland Act 2016; 
 

▪ Make it easier for unpaid carers to leave poverty through entering and sustaining paid employment by increasing 

expectations on employers to provide a supportive environment as part of decent work, bolstering voluntary 

accreditation schemes and making access to public money conditional on progress to achieve this.   

 
Caring for Children and Poverty  

 

An important group of unpaid carers are those with childcare responsibilities. Once again, this caring contribution is 

under-recognised within measures of economic performance and therefore under-valued, leaving too many parents and 

their children in poverty. At 21%, the poverty rate in Scotland for people of working age with children is 3% higher than 

those without children.166 For single women with children, the rate is significantly higher at 39%.167 Parent poverty is 

linked to a combination of inadequate social security rates; labour-market barriers; low-paid and insecure work; 

insufficient working hours; the gender pay gap; inaccessible and unaffordable childcare and high expenditure.  

 

Growing evidence suggests financial pressures for low-income families have been exacerbated by the coronavirus crisis. 

UK-level surveys during lockdown show that while a quarter of people report their household finances were impacted, 

this rose to 39% amongst parents.168 Almost half of families (46%) surveyed in Scotland by Save the Children and the 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation reported a reduction in income since March, with almost nine in ten (86%) also reporting 

rising household costs.169 Low-income families are more likely to report having to buy educational resources for their 

children compared to those in better off homes.170 Services, including those run by One Parent Families Scotland, report 

a surge in the number of families seeking support.171 Figures from the Trussell Trust show a 47% increase in the overall 

need for emergency food parcels in Scotland, including a 62% rise in parcels given to families with children.172 

 

Further measures are urgently needed short-term to boost income levels for those with childcare responsibilities. 

However, wider sustained action is needed to improve work and social security, including how they interact, alongside 

enhanced childcare options. We need to lift low-income families out of poverty for good. Below we explore: sharing 

childcare more evenly; the affordability and accessibility of childcare; the quality of work; and the role of social security. 

 

JUGGLING CHILDCARE AND WORK 
 

Access to paid decent work can help lift those with caring responsibilities for children out of poverty. Across the UK, a 

household’s risk of poverty falls as working hours increase.173 In Scotland, the risk of poverty is much lower for children in 

working households compared to those in non-working households.174 However, Scottish Government figures also show 

that while 28% of all working-age family units in Scotland have children, this rises to 30% of all families in poverty and 

40% of all families facing in-work poverty.175 The risk of poverty and in-work poverty is highest for those with children 

aged four and under.176 Scottish Government data also shows that in 2016-19, 65% of children in poverty in Scotland 

(150,000) were living within working households; up sharply over the last decade.177 

 

A key issue for people with childcare responsibilities is the level of expectation on them to work, while also being able to 

access flexible and affordable childcare. As Child Poverty Action Group research explores, attitudes to parental 

employment and decisions taken by individuals are complex and reflect: deep-seated cultural values; individual 
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preferences; assumptions about the gendered division of labour; the shape of the tax and benefits systems; workplace 

parental leave policies; and the economic realities facing individual households.178 Whilst opinions vary, polling suggests 

the public tend to agree that parents should be able to work fewer hours. There was also a clear recognition that child 

development cannot be overlooked and that parents should be allowed to choose what works best for them.179 However, 

the analysis suggests there is increasing pressure on parents to enter the labour market, not least through the design of 

the social security system.180181 It should also be noted many studies have shown that children benefit significantly from 

receiving high-quality formal childcare, and that this effect is stronger for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

especially where there is a mixture of children from different social backgrounds. 182 183 184 185 186 

 

Currently, women provide the majority of unpaid childcare and this hugely impacts their ability to enter and remain in the 

labour market and gain financial stability and independence. Not only are women often required to take time out of the 

labour market, those who do paid work are also more likely to be in part-time and precarious jobs, often earning lower-

pay. While the gender pay gap has narrowed, it remains at 13%. Close the Gap identifies the key drivers as: occupational 

segregation; a lack of quality part-time and flexible working; the economic undervaluation of stereotypical female work; 

women’s disproportionate responsibility for unpaid care work; biased and un-transparent recruitment, development and 

progression practices; male-oriented workplace cultures; and discrimination in pay and grading systems.187 They also 

highlight the multiple barriers to the labour-market experienced by disabled women, black and minority ethnic women, 

Muslim women, lesbian and bisexual women, trans women, refugee women, young women, and older women.188 

 

The impact of childcare responsibilities is particularly acute for single parents and their children; 36% of all children in 

poverty in Scotland live in a single-parent family, compared to 23% of all children.189 While the coronavirus crisis impacts 

many working parents, One Parent Families Scotland says it poses a “unique challenge” for single parents, most of whom 

are women, as they depend on one income and don’t have the support of another adult in the home.190 They say school 

and nursery closures have disrupted the “delicate balancing act of being able to earn and raise their children”.191 

 

Parental poverty is inseparable from child poverty – with 24% of children (230,000 children) living in relative poverty in 

2016-19.192 This issue has attracted significant policy focus in Scotland with the introduction of statutory targets to cut 

child poverty below 10% by 2030/21, and an interim target of 18% by 2023/24.193 The Scottish Government’s Child Poverty 

Delivery Plan194, includes a range of commitments to support delivery of the targets. However, there are concerns that 

annual child poverty targets in Scotland will be missed195 amid forecasts by The Resolution Foundation that, without 

action, child poverty across the UK will rise between now and 2023/24 due to UK Government benefit reforms.196 

 

For parents with a disabled child, who are more likely to be women, the situation is even more stark. At UK level, one in 

five parent carers looking after someone under the age of 16 leave paid employment because they are unable to stay in 

work and maintain their caring responsibilities; disabled children are twice as likely to be in a home with no parent in paid 

work compared to children without additional support needs.197 A third of families (33%) in Scotland have extra costs of 

more than £300 per month for their disabled child, with 10% facing costs of between £500 and £1,000 per month. 

Disability benefits fail to fully cover these additional costs for more than half of parents (58%).198  

 

REDISTRIBUTING CHILDCARE RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
Tackling parental poverty, and therefore child poverty, requires a range of actions, including: greater access to good-

quality, affordable childcare; driving up the quality of work; addressing inequalities within the labour market, including 

the gender pay gap; boosting parental-leave entitlements; and providing an effective social safety net for all those who 

need it. However, it also requires action to challenge deep-rooted social norms, with a redistribution of childcare 

responsibilities from women to men so that women have meaningful choices about seeking employment.  

 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission highlights that despite increasing female participation in the labour market, 

“men’s contribution to childcare has not increased at the same rate”.199 This is reinforced by data showing that in the UK, 

the uptake of shared parental leave by men is around as little as 2%.200 The Commission highlights that many women who 

become mothers still experience a ‘motherhood penalty’, working beneath their capabilities and qualifications and often 

in low-paid work. The Commission highlights the importance of men taking on more caring responsibilities and concludes 
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that two factors seem to encourage men’s involvement in childcare and reduce the impact on women’s careers of being 

the sole carer: the first being more generous paid paternity leave, and the second being more affordable childcare.  

 

While noting that women are eight times more likely than men to play the primary role in childcare, research with more 

than 10,000 UK employees by Business in the Community found that while traditional views of gender roles have shifted, 

“this has not yet significantly impacted on behaviours”. However, the majority of men surveyed (85%) agreed they should 

be as involved in all aspects of childcare as women and over nine in ten believe it is equally acceptable for both women 

and men to take time out from employment to care for their family.201 The research found that one of the main barriers 

to men doing so is “concern that it may affect their career progression”.202 They found men would be encouraged by 

“more visible examples from senior leaders in their organisation”.203 BIC says businesses should publish parental leave 

and pay policies; enhance Shared Parental Leave (SPL) to match maternity pay, while offering leave for carers and flexible 

working wherever possible; and provide training so line managers can support parents, including new fathers, and carers. 

It says the UK Government should make flexible working a ‘day one’ statutory right for employees; introduce ‘use-it-or-

lose-it’ incentives for men to use SPL; and introduce tax incentives for employers to boost support for SPL.204 

 

In Scotland, the National Advisory Council on Women and Girls has recommended205 the creation of “two ‘Daddy months’ 

of use-it-or-lose-it paid paternity leave in Scotland, using existing and additional powers transferred by UK Government”. 

The Scottish Government says it accepts the proposal’s ambition, but that powers relating to paternity leave and paternity 

pay are reserved to Westminster. While commissioning a review of international evidence on paternity leave, it says it 

has written to the UK Government asking it to consider making it a legal requirement to publish their parental-leave rights, 

alongside measures to increase flexible working.206 It also says it would “strongly encourage” employers in Scotland to 

consider “voluntarily offering enhanced paternity leave” but has stopped short of specifying this as a criterion private 

companies must meet to access to Scottish Government contracts – an area that warrants further consideration.   

 

AFFORDABLE AND ACCESSIBLE CHILDCARE 
 

Paid work remains a critical source of income for many people with childcare responsibilities but too often fails to protect 

them from poverty. One way to help tackle this is boosting the affordability, accessibility and flexibility of childcare to 

ensure parents are supported to enter paid work and are left with enough income after paying for childcare.  

 

 “My kid’s in school all day, I’ve got between nine in the morning until maybe two and I’ve 

 got an after-school care, so if needs be, you know, I could work. I just can’t find anything.” 

Unpaid Care Research, Woman207 

 

Analysis suggests that parents in the UK not only pay the highest childcare costs in Europe, but the second highest in the 

world.208 A UNICEF study of 31 countries ranked the UK amongst the worst for family-friendly policies.209 Some aspects of 

the social security system seek to reimburse some childcare costs to low-income families, with this embedded within the 

‘child element’ of Universal Credit. This power is reserved to Westminster and several groups have urged the UK 

Government to increase the child element and pay childcare costs upfront rather than in arrears.210 Separately,  The 

Fawcett Society has described the lack of investment in childcare in the UK Government’s recovery plans as “breath-

taking”, amid concerns many working parents, particularly mothers, cannot return to work due to inadequate provision.211  

 

A method of making childcare affordable within devolved powers is increasing publicly-funded childcare hours. In 

Scotland, the number of funded Early Learning and Childcare (ELC) hours for all three and four-year-olds and eligible two-

year-olds is 600 hours per year. In November 2014, the Scottish Government announced this will rise to 1,140 a year – 

equivalent to 30 hours per week term time – by 2020,212 at a total annual investment of nearly £1 billion.213 While 

welcome, this falls significantly short of the 50 hours per week for children between six months and five years called for 

by The National Advisory Council on Women and Girls214; an ambition the Scottish Government says it accepts while saying 

it is focused on the current expansion.215 While welcoming cross-party support on the issue, the independent Commission 

for Childcare Reform also recommended an all year, entitlement for every child up to the age of 12 to 50 hours per week 
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of – high-quality, affordable, flexible and accessible – childcare and education. Critically, it said priority should be given to 

families who live in or near poverty, having found that for those with childcare responsibilities the “current mix of state 

provision of early learning, market-led provision of paid for childcare, and a variety of tax and benefit supports does not 

work together in a way that enables them to work or study confident that their children’s needs are being met”.216 The 

UK Women’s Budget Group’s analysis shows that free universal provision for children between six months and primary 

school has long-term benefits for children and their parents, as well as for the economy.217 

While publicly funded entitlement boosts affordability, accessibility of provision is essential too. A 2018 study218 of parents 

and carers with children under six in Scotland, showed that on average, parents use 29 hours a week of ELC for three- and 

four-year-olds but a “substantial number” felt there is not enough flexibility in existing provision. Others reported being 

unable to access provision due to “a lack of flexibility in hours and days available” or limited choice of provider. Some 54% 

of parents surveyed paid for at least some of the ELC they use, with an average spend for all children under six of £494 

per month and with 69% of those who pay for provision reporting issues with affordability.  

 

“I [am] waiting once they [the children] go to school, but I think it won’t be easy… because of the childcare.  

If I decide to work two days in the week still I need to pay for childcare.” 

Decent Work Research, Woman219 

 

Importantly, studies have shown that alongside the quantity of hours, the quality of early childhood education and care 

provided is also critical and can bring particular benefits for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. In contrast, high 

numbers of hours in poor-quality group care can create negative effects, particularly in a child’s first year of life.220 

 

These findings reinforce the importance of realising the Scottish Government's principles for the ELC expansion: quality, 

flexibility, affordability, and accessibility.221 The Government forecasts families will save £4,500 per year under the 

expansion222 with local authorities required to consider the flexibility of the provision.223 In addition, the National Standard 

for Early Learning and Childcare Providers sets minimum quality thresholds all ELC funded providers, including 

recommended adult to child ratios and minimum Care Inspectorate quality evaluations relating to quality of care and 

support. However, while delivery of the expansion was making “steady progress”224, the Scottish Government has now 

revoked the legal requirement for local authorities to deliver it from August 2020 because of the pandemic and has 

confirmed the expansion will not be introduced during the 2020-21 school year.225 The First Minister has expressed “deep 

regret” at the delay and committed to getting “back on track and deliver it as quickly as possible". However, Maree Todd 

MSP, the Minister for Childcare and Early Years, says an “initial assessment of readiness" will not be carried out until 

December 2020. Given the significant consequences, particularly for low-income families, it is essential the roll out re-

commences across Scotland as quickly as possible, while ensuring the accessibility and quality of provision is protected.  

 

BOOSTING QUANTITY OF DECENT WORK AND ACCESS 
 

Measures to make paid work a meaningful and sustainable choice for people with childcare responsibilities are critical. 

However, this will only be achieved if the available work is decent.226 The UK-wide social security system is premised on 

work as being the best route out of poverty. For example, the conditionality regime expects: people looking after children 

aged two to “take active steps to prepare for work”; those whose children are aged three and four to work a maximum 

of 16 hours a week; those with children aged between five and 12 to work a maximum of 25 hours a week; and those 

whose children are 13 and over to work a maximum of 35 hours a week.227 These age thresholds have reduced in recent 

years.228 Further, those in-work, but not earning enough, are expected to increase their hours up to 35 hours per week or 

secure a better paid role; this requirement does not take account of the unpaid care and domestic work disproportionately 

delivered by women or the lack of progression pathways into better paid roles for many low-paid workers.  

 

Despite this focus on paid work, too often, it does not provide enough income. While an adequate hourly wage is only 

one ingredient required for decent work, it remains critical229 and even on this narrow measure major progress is needed. 

While the proportion of employees in Scotland earning less than the living wage has fallen from 18.8% in 2012 to 16.9% 
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in 2019, one in six workers still earn below this basic threshold. Importantly, 19.5% of women – nearly one in five – earn 

less than the real living wage in Scotland, compared to 14% for men.230 At 61%, women make up the majority of employees 

earning below the living wage, with this largely unchanged since 2012.231 In addition, people may have access to decent 

work, including the real living wage, but still live in poverty. This is particularly the case for single-earner households; at 

39%, the poverty rate for single women with children in Scotland is 20% higher than for all working-age adults.232 

 

The regulation of work is reserved to Westminster, but the Scottish Government can still push employers to improve the 

quality of work. Existing initiatives233 include promotion of the Scottish Living Wage, the Scottish Business Pledge; and 

increased funding to help employers remove barriers faced by their staff. The Gender Pay Gap Action Plan234 includes a 

“Women Returners Programme” to support women after a career break – particularly older women, disabled women, 

minority ethnic women – and a feasibility study for a ‘Centre for Flexible Work’ to increase quality, flexible work in 

Scotland, with a focus on low-income parents. The Scottish Government also has a role to play in supporting low-income 

parents seeking work through the devolved employability programme Fair Start Scotland.235 Encouragingly, participation 

in the scheme, which offers up to 12 months support to people to find a job including because of caring responsibilities, 

is voluntary and it adopts a ‘whole person’ approach. The Parental Employability Support Fund also helps parents, 

particularly those on low-incomes, to access and progress while aligning to the expansion of childcare entitlement.236 

 

This trajectory is encouraging, but progress remains slow and insufficient. Ironically, the Scottish Government’s Advisory 

Group on Economic Recovery highlights that those termed ‘key workers’ during the coronavirus crisis are amongst the 

lowest paid and face economic disadvantage on “multiple levels”.237 Damningly, it says they have been “neither 

respect[ed] nor rewarded as such”. Amid warnings of significant unemployment because of the crisis, the Group calls for 

the creation of a new Scottish Jobs Guarantee scheme focused on young people while calling for a new Centre for 

Workplace Transformation to improve business performance and productivity, but through a Fair Work approach.238  

 

Expectations on employers must grow, with stronger incentives to improve practice and penalties where necessary. At 

£11bn per year, the Scottish Government estimates that the number of jobs supported by public procurement is on a par 

with employment in the whole of the City of Dundee.239 The Government must use this spending power to fast-track the 

step-change needed for parents with childcare responsibilities, as well as other carers; it should also encourage local 

authorities and other public bodies to do the same. While the revamp of the Scottish Business Pledge failed to sufficiently 

strengthen the initiative240, through “Fair Work First” the Government has committed to “use its financial power to make 

Fair Work the norm”, including “no inappropriate use of zero hours contracts, action on gender pay, genuine workforce 

engagement, including with trade unions, and payment of the real Living Wage”.241 These criteria will cover “as many 

funding streams and business support grants as we can” by the end of this Parliament in 2021.242 The criteria used should 

at least include those within existing voluntary schemes, like the Scottish Business Pledge and Carer Positive, such as 

flexible working practices and greater support for carers within HR policies and procedures. 

 

 “We may not yet have the constitutional power to make fair work a legal requirement, but we do have the 

financial power of government to make it a practical reality and we will make that count.” 

Nicola Sturgeon MSP, First Minister243 

 

In the coming weeks and months, Governments around the world will be investing huge volumes of public money into 

economies to boost recovery from the coronavirus crisis. This creates an opportunity to change incentives and business 

models permanently. Governments must bail out businesses responsibly. Any support to big corporations should be 

conditional on measures to increase the quality of work they provide, alongside transformative action to reduce climate 

emissions and tackle gender inequalities.244 Here in Scotland, we must realise the First Minister’s commitment to use the 

Scottish Government’s “financial power” to drive this change.  
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USING DEVOLVED SOCIAL SECURITY POWERS TO PROTECT LOW-INCOME FAMILIES 
 

The UK Government has a continuing and key role in ensuring the social security system better protects people from 

poverty, including low-income families. While recognising measures put in place to protect businesses and the wider 

economy, the Institute for Public Policy and Research says “there has been little to no support specifically for families with 

children”. It has called for a £10-per-week increase to the child supplements paid through Universal Credit and a £5 uplift 

in Child Benefit for the duration of the crisis.245 A unique coalition of organisations246, including Oxfam, has also united to 

called for increases to key benefits, including Child Benefit, as well as immediate changes to Universal Credit, including 

removing the five-week wait for an initial payment, the limit on the number of children families receive payment for, and 

the benefit cap. Similar calls have been made by the Scottish Campaigns on Rights to Social Security.247  

 

However, the Scottish Parliament has significant devolved social security powers. While the Scottish Government cannot 

mitigate the impact of all UK decisions, it has shown – both before the pandemic and since – a willingness to act, with a 

focus on realising Scotland’s child-poverty targets.248 However, amid the coronavirus crisis, the Children and Young 

People’s Commissioner for Scotland (CYPCS), Bruce Adamson, has called for it to increase cash support for children in low-

income families and says “the safest and most dignified way” is to give them a direct payment of £20 a week”.249 This call 

comes ahead of the introduction of the new Scottish Child Payment (SCP). Worth £10 per week extra for every child in a 

low-income household, it is predicted to cut relative poverty after housing costs by 3 percentage points in Scotland.250 

Payments were due to begin in late 2020, starting with low-income families with children under six, before rolling out to 

all children under 16 by 2022. However, amid the coronavirus crisis, delivery is delayed, with the Scottish Government 

citing lack of capacity; it hopes the payment will open to applications by the end of 2020, but this is not guaranteed. As 

the Fraser of Allander Institute notes, delivering a new payment takes time, but “it is frustrating that the Scottish 

Government cannot operationalise powers on social security at a time when undoubtedly most needed”.251 The Scottish 

Government must avoid further delay. 

 

Positively, the Communities Secretary Aileen Campbell has acknowledged “this pandemic will disrupt lives like never 

before and cause financial hardship”. In March 2020, the Scottish Government announced an additional £350 million of 

funding for “those most affected by the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic”.252 It has also announced an additional £27.6 

million to ensure children eligible for free school meals, which has grown by 53,000 to 175,000 children during the 

pandemic, will continue to receive cash payments or vouchers over the summer holidays.253 While very positive, not all 

low-income families will benefit from it, including those sitting above the eligibility threshold but facing financial pressure 

– with calls for the threshold to be urgently reviewed to ensure all children in need of this vital support receive it.254 

 

Measures to date are welcome, but they are not enough. While 30% of all households report being ‘in serious financial 

difficulty’ or ‘struggling to make ends meet’, this rises to nearly half (49%) of households with dependent children in 

Scotland – some 300,000 households in total. Of these, 100,000 – were in the most serious category.255 While figures for 

low-income families are not available, the total number of applications for emergency cash grants from the Scottish 

Welfare Fund256, and the value of grants, has also reached record levels.257 As noted by A Menu for Change, a group which 

includes Oxfam Scotland, the Fund throws a much-needed financial lifeline to those in crisis in Scotland. However, the 

surge in applications exposes the gaps in the social safety net and inadequacy of incomes from paid work.258 In addition, 

prior to the pandemic, the majority of people (55%) were not confident they would know where to access emergency 

financial help if they ran out of money to buy food259 and the Fund’s delivery did not always reflect best practice.260 While 

the recent increase in the Fund’s value is welcome, awareness must be boosted, and access to grants provided quickly.  

 
 

YouGov polling for Oxfam Scotland shows that more than half (53%) of people in Scotland believe governments 
should spend more on parents who work on very low incomes, with only 3% saying they should receive less. 261 

 

We must protect low-income families before they reach crisis. Amid the delayed roll-out of the Scottish Child Payment, 

the Scottish Government must ensure low-income families receive at least the equivalent of this payment – £10 per week, 

per child – with this continuing until the new entitlement is in place. Writing to the First Minister in May 2020262, a broad 

range of organisations, including Oxfam, urged her “to use every tool at your government’s disposal”. A range of options 
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exist263, such as: using Best Start payment mechanisms – including the Best Start Grant and Best Start Foods264; using the 

Scottish Welfare Fund to provide a new coronavirus crisis grant to low-income families; and increasing the School Clothing 

Grant. So far, the Government has not embraced any of these, nor outlined alternatives. Amid spiralling need, particularly 

of low-income families, they should act quickly. Beyond the immediate emergency, poverty rates will remain high – 

unacceptably high – despite the Scottish Child Payment. While recognising the importance of wider interventions, such 

as affordable housing265 and improving the quality of work – further measures to bolster social security will be needed to 

ensure all those with childcare responsibilities are protected from poverty on an ongoing basis.  

 

 
To protect low income families, alongside all those in or at risk of poverty, the Scottish Government should:  

 
▪ Support those caring for children to secure and sustain decent work by boosting access to high-quality, accessible 

and flexible publicly-funded childcare, including recommencing the delayed expansion as soon as possible and 

seeing this as stepping-stone to wider entitlement; 

 

▪ Ensure those juggling paid and unpaid work can provide quality care for their children and families while avoiding 

poverty by improving the quality of work, strengthening voluntary accreditation schemes and Fair Work First to 

ensure receipt of public funding is conditional upon enhanced support to those with childcare responsibilities;  

 

▪ Immediately use devolved powers to give low-income families the equivalent of at least £10 per week per child 
while ensuring access to timely and adequate emergency financial support for those facing an income crisis.  

▪ Introduce the Scottish Child Payment as quickly as possible but, in the interim, use existing mechanisms to 

provide at least the equivalent level of support to help prevent families reaching income crisis.  

▪ Boost awareness and uptake of the Scottish Welfare Fund and ensure people can access adequate Crisis Grants 

quickly by ensuring consistent use of best practice in the delivery of the Fund. Increase investment to match 

demand while ensuring the Fund as a gateway to income maximisation and debt minimisation support.  

 
PAID CARERS – UNDER-VALUED AND UNDER-PAID 
 

Just as unpaid care is under-valued, so too is paid care. While employment is often described as the best defence against 

poverty, if you are a paid carer, this is not always the case. Across Britain, paid care is associated with low incomes, poor 

working conditions and a lack of agency.266 While the value we place on carers is low, our expectations of them are high 

– a contradiction reinforced by the coronavirus crisis, with COVID-19 spreading to the majority of care homes and high 

numbers of extra deaths.267 Social care workers have highlighted a lack of personal protective equipment268 at a time 

when they are endangering themselves by foregoing social distancing, putting themselves and their family in danger.269 

At the same time, too many paid care workers live in poverty due to existing low pay and poor conditions.270 Some have 

been furloughed on 80% of their pay, or have lost their incomes entirely partly due to illness or living with somebody who 

is ill. 

 

 “It’s just not enough, how can I pay all my bills and rents and… buy a bus pass... it’s just not evening out.” 

Social care worker, female271 

 

Below we examine the interaction between paid care and poverty, and the policy context for this in Scotland. Firstly, we 

consider the situation for those working in the social care sector and, secondly, the context for paid childcare workers.  

 

SCOTLAND’S SOCIAL CARE SECTOR 
 

In 2018, the social care sector in Scotland employed 204,610 people272 and the economic value of the adult social care 

sector alone was estimated at £3.92 billion.273 The sector features a complex web of more than 1,000 providers – 41% 
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private, 28% third sector and 31% public sector274 – and with services including residential care, nursing care, domiciliary 

care and day care. There is no single co-ordinating body for social care.275 There are more than 800 care homes in 

Scotland276 but this has declined in recent years, with a growing focus on delivering care within individuals’ own homes.277  

 

Overall, the workforce has grown by nearly 7% over the last decade278 and estimates before the coronavirus crisis 

suggested that, amid an ageing population, an extra 80,000 workers could be required in Scotland by 2035.279 Some 85% 

of employees are women280, compared to the public sector generally at 65% female.281 This makes it a prime example of 

horizontal segregation – with women concentrated in typically low-paid sectors. Across the UK, social care is a designated 

low-pay sector.282 In Scotland, average earnings in the adult social-care sector in 2018 were just £18,400.283  

 

Amid growing concerns around social care during the coronavirus crisis there are increasing cross-party calls for reform 

in Scotland.284 285 Scotland’s Health Secretary Jeane Freeman has said there should be a review of how it is funded, 

regulated and provided, noting the pandemic has "shone a light" on improvements required.286 This comes after an earlier 

programme of reform was launched in June 2019287 and alongside the ongoing process to integrate health and social 

care.288 The Advisory Group on Economic Recovery289 has now called on the Scottish Government to accelerate reform of 

adult social care, including urgently reviewing “the structure, funding and regulation of the sector to ensure its 

sustainability and quality.” It says that while care homes have been at the “front line in the crisis” we must make sure, as 

we emerge from the crisis, that “Scotland takes action to strengthen the capacity and sustainability of the care sector as 

a whole.” Critically, the Group also acknowledges job quality issues, whilst making clear that challenges – from recruitment 

and retention of staff, to funding levels – pre-date the coronavirus.  

 

FULFILLING WORK, BUT NOT FAIR WORK 
 

While working conditions in Scottish care homes are similar to those in the rest of the UK290, Scotland’s Fair Work 

Convention291 has highlighted significant concerns about the quality of work in social care. It reported data showing: 13% 

of the workforce work over 50 hours a week; 20% are not on permanent contracts; 15% of workers work unpaid overtime; 

11% are on zero hours contracts; and the average hourly pay is just £9.79. The Convention found that while the work is 

fulfilling, “fair work is not being consistently delivered”. Amid this context, despite only 19% of social care workers having 

their pay and conditions affected by agreements between their employer and trade unions292, the STUC warns that, “we 

are seeing and are likely to see more industrial unrest among the care workforce”.293  

 

The Convention found that despite some good practice, the current funding and commissioning system makes it almost 

impossible for providers to offer fair work. They say the existing model of employment transfers “the burden of risk of 

unpredictable social care demand and cost almost entirely onto the workforce”. Despite the complexity of the roles and 

the skills and qualifications required, the Convention found a “chronic under-valuing” of social care with this “not 

unconnected to perceptions of care as ‘women’s work’”. While front-line workers feel respected by their colleagues, those 

they care for, and their employers, the Convention said they “do not feel particularly valued by Scottish Government or 

the wider public”. It is critical this is tackled, with poor pay conditions potentially exposing workers and their families to 

financial instability, and affecting their physical, emotional and social well-being.294  

 

  “Scotland’s care workers deserve better pay, improved conditions and recognised trade  

union representation. But they also deserve a re-evaluation of their status.” 

Richard Leonard MSP, Leader, Scottish Labour295 

 

The Scottish Government has taken steps to try to boost pay in the sector. In February 2016, it jointly agreed with COSLA 

to ensure front-line staff in publicly-funded adult social care would receive at least the Scottish Living Wage (SLW), with 

money committed via local authorities to ensure providers could fund this. Extra funding was provided in subsequent 

years to reflect increases in the SLW. In April 2020, at the peak of the coronavirus crisis, the Government announced it 

was fast-tracking296 a 3.3% wage rise to at least £9.30 per hour for all hours worked; a move welcomed by the Coalition 

of Care and Support Providers in Scotland297 and Unison Scotland298, though the latter has noted previous commitments 
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have taken months to reach workers’ pay packets. Swift implementation of the pay rise is now essential, with research 

suggesting that some providers have struggled to pay rates that match the SLW in the past.299 In addition, while measures 

to improve hourly wages are important, Oxfam research with low-paid workers shows this is only one element of decent 

work, with factors such as job security, paid leave and a safe working environment also significant.300 Unison Scotland has 

also highlighted that alongside payment of the SLW, employers need to ensure that adequate travel time, travel costs and 

other expenses, such as mobile phones to ensure workers’ safety are properly provided to their staff.301 

 

  “This deal begins to recognise the real value in society of this workforce.  

When this crisis is over, there must be no slipping back.” 

Mike Kirby, UNISON Scotland secretary 302 

 

Payment of the Scottish Living Wage is the least that social care workers should receive with the volume of their hours 

and the equity of their pay important too. Research in 2018, showed almost half (46%) of care employees viewed their 

pay as unfair compared with other local jobs.303 Less than half agreed that they always had enough hours or income to 

meet their basic household requirements. To tackle poverty, the STUC has called for a new minimum wage of £10-per-

hour for all key workers in Scotland, including carers, with an immediate uplift of at least £2 per hour.304 
 

 

YouGov polling for Oxfam Scotland shows that two-thirds (66%) of adults in Scotland  
believe care workers are paid too little; only 1% said they are paid too much.305 

 

The Scottish Government has placed a significant focus on the Fair Work agenda.306 However, further effort is needed to 

realise this policy intent within social care. While Government guidance requires public bodies to have “regard to fair 

work practices” in their contracts, progress to deliver decent work requires, as the Fair Work Convention found, 

“significant robust intervention” by national and local government, by commissioners and by employers to fix the “broken 

commissioning and procurement system”. The Government says it will “consider and respond to” the Convention’s 

recommendations307, but without significant action, care workers are likely to continue to face in-work poverty.308 
 

“Everything is such an issue just to get time off. It really is difficult ‘cause you give a lot of stuff up ‘cause it’s 

not worth the hassle... And then five years down the line you realise… that’s all you do, is go to work.” 

Social care worker, female309 

 

TOWARDS A NEW AND FAIRER CARE MODEL 
 

Alongside the long-term, and long-known, pressures created by Scotland’s ageing population310 311, Scottish Care has 

warned a ‘new care normal’ is needed due to the coronavirus crisis. It warns that staffing levels in care homes are likely 

to need to rise within a sector already facing “acute staffing pressures and significant economic instability”.312 

Furthermore, the UK Government’s proposed new immigration system excludes care workers from receiving fast-tracked 

visas, in contrast to workers in the NHS313 – attracting significant criticism in Scotland314. This is likely to increase pressures 

on care workers, as staffing shortages are likely to become even more acute, without further investment. We cannot heap 

more pressure upon the existing low-paid social care workforce. 

 

Unison Scotland says we need an “entirely different, more ambitious approach to care”.315 It says the coronavirus crisis 

has “shone a light on the poor employment practices which are depressingly widespread” in the sector and that a 

coordinated response has been hampered by the fragmented model of social care which includes large numbers of private 

providers and by the complicated commissioning and procurement processes.316 They say workers in high-risk groups 

have felt pressured into going to work with some companies refusing to give sick pay to self-isolating members of staff.317 
318 Gaps in death in-service coverage have also emerged at a time when front-line workers have been killed by the virus.319 

While acknowledging the need to address such gaps within the commissioning process, the Scottish Government has 

announced funding to make sure social care workers in Scotland receive normal pay if they have the coronavirus or are 
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self-isolating because of it320, a move welcomed by unions321, and a named survivor of any social care worker who dies 

without death in-service cover in their contracted pension will also receive a one-off payment of £60,000.322  
 

“What this crisis continues to expose is the underlying diseases plaguing our care sector: low pay, precarious 

employment, and excessive working hours – the exploitation of a predominantly female workforce.” 

Kirsty Nimmo, GMB Scotland organiser323 

 

Jeane Freeman MSP, the Cabinet Secretary for Health, says the “mixed economy" model of private, public and third sector 

delivery of social, and how the service is funded, should be reviewed in the wake of the coronavirus crisis.324 325 This 

presents an opportunity for change and the review must result in those working in the sector being properly valued, with 

measures taken to fully protect them from poverty. The Government must realise the priorities identified when it 

launched a previous programme of reform in June 2019, specifically: changing attitudes so that social care support is seen 

as an investment in Scotland’s people, society and economy; investment in social care support, and how it is paid for in 

the future; and a valued and skilled workforce.326 Issues related to job quality featured strongly in a consultation to inform 

the programme of reform.327 The Government must therefore deliver much faster progress on its stated commitment to 

ensuring “fair work is embedded in the delivery of social care services”.328 

 

The voices of low-paid social care workers, those who use social care, whether adults or disabled children and their 

parents, as well as unpaid carers, must be central to any reform. Too often this is not the case, with frontline workers 

missing when policies are formed.329 While effort has been made to include those with lived experience of social care in 

the early development and testing of policies330, meaningful reform must fulfill the Scottish Government’s commitment 

to promote increased collective bargaining in social care, including the procurement process.331 This should include 

urgently building upon the creation of the Fair Work in Social Care Implementation Group to implement the Fair Work 

Convention’s recommendations.332 While this approach appears positive, it is not clear if progress is being made.333  

 

Further, in May 2020, the STUC voiced “extreme disappointment” after an amendment to establish a system of national 

collective bargaining in the private care home sector within emergency coronavirus legislation was rejected by the Scottish 

Parliament, with the Scottish Government opposing the move. More positively, Jamie Hepburn MSP, the Minister for 

Business, Fair Work and Skills, has since reiterated the Government’s “sincere and genuine commitment” to the 

promotion of collective bargaining within social care, as well as within early learning and child care. He says a “mapping 

exercise” of current collective bargaining and national and sectoral agreements is underway and says this will “inform 

further work to increase Scotland’s collective bargaining coverage”.334 Faster progress is required to increase the level of 

collective bargaining within social care and to realise the Scottish Government’s stated commitment to this. 

 

BOOSTING INVESTMENT IN SOCIAL CARE 
 

Increased funding will be key to protecting paid carers from poverty. Social care is delivered by providers via local 

authorities, funded by the Scottish Government and some charges paid by those using the services. Social care in Scotland 

is distinguished by the entitlement to free personal care335 – such as help with dressing and washing – for those assessed 

by local authorities as requiring it; some note that access risks being squeezed amid stretched finances.336 Nursing care is 

also free with charges for other costs means-tested; people pay towards the cost of their accommodation in a care home 

if they have capital of more than £18,000 and pay in full if they have above £28,500.337 However, with around 70% of 

people not having sufficient assets, their fees are mainly paid by local government.338  

 

Overall funding to Scotland’s 32 local authorities from the Scottish Government has fallen by 7.6% in real-terms since 

2013-14. While the Scottish Government says councils have received a “fair funding settlement”, many councils are using 

their reserves339 and face increasing funding pressure on care services.340 In 2019, the Health Foundation examined 

spending on adult social care in England, Scotland and Wales.341 While noting differences in demography and care needs 

in each country, it found spending per person between 2010 and 2016 in Scotland exceeded England and Wales, but that 

levels had fallen in each nation over this period. Importantly, these funding pressures within social care not only impact 
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the ability of paid carers to live free from poverty, the British Medical Association342 says social care in Scotland is an 

“increasing area of concern”, adding that to look after patients well, “doctors need social care to be well-funded and 

adequately staffed”. While noting “huge challenges with recruiting and retaining social care professionals” it says the 

pressures on social care are a “direct result of inadequate resourcing”.  

 

Amid the coronavirus crisis, the UK-level Women’s Budget Group has warned the future of the social care sector is 

uncertain amid a likely squeeze in revenues and a predicted increase in costs due to enhanced safety requirements.343 It 

says the “disastrous impact” of COVID-19 on the largely privately-run care sector is a symptom of long-term under-funding 

and that investment is needed to increase the proportion of the UK economy working in the sector. Significantly, it warns 

for this shift to be realised, “wages and working conditions will have to improve”. This will require more investment. 

 
The Scottish Government’s budget for 2020-21 includes £9.4 billion for Health and Social Care Partnerships to deliver 
primary and community health and care services; with this spend directed by Integrated Authorities in each area.344 345 
This includes spending on adult social care, primary care, mental health services and some support for unpaid carers. 
While this is around a fifth of the Scottish Government’s £50 billion total budget, as discussed earlier, the Scottish 
Government must increase investment in social care to ensure workers are protected from poverty and to relieve pressure 
on unpaid carers. It can do from existing budgets, though it must protect other vital services, while also utilising devolved 
tax powers to increase revenue, and advocating for more investment in social care at Westminster, thereby growing the 
funds available to commit to social care in Scotland.  
 
Crucially, investment levels, and therefore capacity, within social care also impacts on the level of unpaid care required 
to fill the gaps. While some people, now and in the future, will wish to deliver care for their loved ones themselves, 
regardless of the availability of publicly-funded support, the less that care needs can be effectively fulfilled by the state, 
the more unpaid carers will be required to plug the gaps through necessity, not choice.  
 
Alongside boosting funding, some also believe ownership models need to change with calls for a new National Care Service 
to be created with the vast majority of social care publicly delivered.346 First Minister Nicola Sturgeon has said she has 
“huge sympathy” for this and has voiced a willingness to “rethink old ways of doing things and contemplate potentially 
new and potentially better ways of doing things”.347 Whatever model exists for social care, a fundamental principle must 
be that those working in the sector, people who rely on it, and unpaid carers must be protected from poverty.  

 
DECENT WORK FOR CHILDCARE WORKERS 
 

There are also concerns about the quality of work in the childcare sector in Scotland. Amid growing employment levels 

pre-coronavirus, 34,910 staff work in day care of children services with a further 5,260 childminders.348 At 97%, the 

workforce is again overwhelmingly female and one in five of the day-care-of-children workforce do not have a permanent 

contract.349 Amongst private and voluntary providers, it is estimated that around 80% of practitioners and 50% of 

supervisors are paid less than the Living Wage.350 Skills Development Scotland reports recruitment and retention 

challenges with the sector “often perceived by potential recruits as an unattractive employment destination offering low 

status, gendered assumptions about the nature of the work and employment terms and conditions”.351 Further, the 

Women’s Budget Group has voiced fears that some childcare providers may not survive the economic shock of the 

coronavirus crisis352, a concern shared by the Fawcett Society who cite a collapse in demand at UK-level.353  

 

As outlined previously, while the planned expansion in Early Learning and Childcare in Scotland is delayed by a year354, it 

will increase the affordability of childcare for many parents, particularly women in low-paid work. However, given the 

sector is itself dominated by low-paid women, it is also critical that childcare workers are themselves offered decent work. 

The Scottish Government estimates that, relative to 2015/16 levels, between 8,000 and 11,000 staff will be needed with 

a commitment to “high-quality and well-paid jobs”.355 The Government provides funding to local authorities to implement 

ELC; it is then delivered primarily by public providers, with others operating across the private and third sectors. The 

commissioning process, including the hourly rate the partner provider is paid, is determined by each individual authority.  

 

Currently, public-sector ELC staff are paid the real Living Wage, and the Government says it wants all childcare workers to 

receive this. Encouragingly, the National Standard for Early Learning and Childcare Providers, which set minimum quality 
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thresholds all funded providers must meet, include criteria on fair work, including payment of the Living Wage for funded 

ELC hours and “avoiding exploitative employment practices such as unfair zero hours contracts”.356 Funding to deliver the 

Living Wage commitment will be critical amid concerns that, at present, the rates paid by local authorities do not meet 

the operating costs of partner providers, creating a shortfall. Additionally, providers will only need to pay the Scottish 

Living Wage for funded ELC hours, creating a risk that staff working for the same provider could be on different rates.  

 

Further, Unison Scotland says the Living Wage benchmark is “far too low” and fails to reflect the workforce’s value.357 The 

STUC warns that investment beyond the living wage will be needed, highlighting that moves to pay the living wage have 

squeezed pay differentials between care workers and team leaders or supervisors, limiting progression opportunities; it 

calls for collective and sectoral bargaining agreements to ensure fairness for all workers.358 Given these concerns, the 

Scottish Government needs to realise the commitment within the Fair Work Action Plan to create a forum in Early Learning 

and Childcare to “explore sectoral bargaining as a long-term aim”.359 Given the significant consequences that poor quality 

work has on workers and their families, greater urgency is needed to realise this commitment.   

 

 
To protect paid carers from poverty, while increasing support for unpaid carers, the Scottish Government should:  
 
▪ Use devolved powers to raise new revenue to significantly boost investment in social care, while protecting other 

vital services, with consideration of a dedicated Scottish Social Care Tax; 
 
▪ Review and strengthen Fair Work First criteria and swiftly apply these to all publicly-funded social care and 

childcare and move faster to fulfil and strengthen commitments to increase collective bargaining in social care 
while reconsidering the private provision of public services within both sectors. 

▪ Swiftly implement the Fair Work Convention’s recommendations for social care, including reforming the 

commissioning and procurement models to drive up the quality of work for those working within the sector. 

 

CONCLUSION   
 

Those providing care in Scotland, whether on an employed basis or not, do so for more than any financial reward they 

receive. However, it cannot be acceptable for those caring to live in poverty. This briefing has made clear that poverty is 

too often closely linked to caring. While the context and solutions vary for people providing different types of care, there 

are two core truths: all care is under-valued, and women are impacted most. We can do better. 

 

To unlock significant progress, we require a step-change in how we value and invest in care. No longer can carers be 

invisible while being the glue holding our society together. The solidarity people have shown with carers and other key 

workers during the coronavirus crisis cannot become a footnote of history, it must be a catalyst for change. We must 

create a positive legacy from the appalling human suffering this pandemic has created. To achieve this, we must listen to 

carers, and then we must act. But we should do so quickly.  

 

The window for meaningful and long-lasting change is unlikely to stay open for long. The Scottish Government is currently 

considering the recommendations of its Advisory Group on Economic Recovery. The Group calls for action to deliver a 

“Robust, Resilient Wellbeing Economy for Scotland”. To achieve this, we cannot overlook care. The Scottish Government 

must therefore use this moment for national reflection to better value and invest in care in the short-term leading to a 

sustained and deep transformation both before and after the Scottish Parliament election in May 2021.  

 

We have an opportunity to create lasting change. We must, together, make care count in Scotland.  
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