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Project partners
The UWS-Oxfam Partnership
The Partnership brings together the academic expertise from the University of the West of Scotland,
the social justice and anti-poverty campaigning strengths of Oxfam Scotland, and the local knowledge
and capacities of a wide range of civil society organisations to conduct research and inform policy
debates with the overarching objective to work together for a more equitable and sustainable
Scotland. Find out more about the work of the partnership here: http://uwsoxfampartnership.org.uk/
Inverness Foodstuff
Inverness Foodstuff was set up as a response to the unmet needs of those experiencing daily
challenges, often linked to homelessness. We are a vibrant and connected community that helps
people transform their physical mental, and social wellbeing. Our services are centered around our
welcoming café (based in the spacious Ness Bank Church kitchen) which, on three days a week, offers
a freshly cooked vegetarian meal and companionship to our participants and acts as a hub where
they can access a range of services.
The hub supports participants in developing new skills and increasing confidence – and we can guide
individuals to other services and opportunities. Representatives from health, employability, and other
agencies come along to help participants link into mainstream services. With the right support – and
great nutrition and company – we believe that those who experience challenge feel more confident
and valued – and can make positive, sustainable changes to their lives. Find out more about the work
of Inverness Foodstuff here: https://invernessfoodstuff.co.uk/

“Poverty excludes people, limits your chances and impacts your
perception of ability” - workshop participant
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About the project
Prior to the 2016 Scottish Parliament election, Oxfam Scotland produced policy priorities for the
Scottish Parliament.1 Ahead of the next Holyrood election in May 2021, Oxfam was keen to talk with
people across Scotland to discover the issues they believe the next Parliament needs to address to
help create “a just and equal Scotland, in a just and equal world.”
To achieve this, we went to communities around the country to find out what mattered most to
them. The project sought to build upon the Policy Forum model run by The UWS-Oxfam Partnership;
this brings together decision-makers, policy professionals, community organisations and individuals
to discuss key policy agendas. Critically, the workshops – ‘Your Voice, Your Say: Let’s Talk Inequality’ –
were delivered in partnership with local organisations, and could not have happened without them.
The focus was on the depth and quality of discussion, rather than the scale.
The conversations explored the meaning of inequality in Scotland today – including the gap between
rich and poor; geographical inequalities; and inequalities between groups based on gender, race and
ability – and what levers can be used at a devolved level to tackle inequality in its various forms.
There is welcome political attention on tackling poverty in Scotland, but these conversations took a
deeper look at the gap between the haves and the have-nots, and what can be done about it.
The aims of the workshops were:
•

To engage with people who don’t always feel heard and gain an understanding of their
perceptions and priorities around tackling inequality in Scotland;

•

To use these valuable contributions to help shape what we ask Scottish political parties to
commit to in the lead up to the 2021 Scottish elections;

•

To support participants to explore practical actions that could be taken locally to tackle
inequalities or injustices in the local community.

“More action, less talking. Stick to election promises”
- workshop participant

1

Oxfam Scotland (2016) Even It Up: Scotland's role in tackling poverty by reducing inequality at home and abroad Oxfam's policy priorities for the Scottish Parliament. Available here: https://policypractice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/even-it-up-scotlands-role-in-tackling-poverty-by-reducing-inequality-at-home-an579309?utm_source=oxf.am&utm_medium=ZmmX&utm_content=redirect
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What we did
Workshops across Scotland
The workshop which took place at Ness Bank Church on 6
March, 2020 was just one part of a much bigger project.
This project aimed to deliver eight workshops between January
and April 2020 in the eight electoral regions of Scotland. Two of
these workshops were cancelled due to the coronavirus
pandemic, and an additional workshop was carried out with
refugee and migrant women in Glasgow. The locations of the
workshops were:
•

Central Scotland – Cumbernauld, in partnership with
Cumbernauld Poverty Action

•

Glasgow – Paisley, in partnership with STAR Project;
and Springburn in partnership with Saheliya

•

Highlands and Islands – Inverness, in partnership with
Inverness Foodstuff

•

Mid Scotland and Fife – Kirkcaldy, in partnership with Fife Centre for Equalities

•

North East Scotland – Dundee, in partnership with Dundee fighting for Fairness Commission

•

West Scotland – Greenock, in partnership with Your Voice, Inverclyde

•

South Scotland – Dumfries, in partnership with Citizens Advice and Dumfries and Galloway
Tackling Poverty Group [cancelled due to lockdown]

•

Lothian – Edinburgh, in partnership with The Grassmarket Community Centre, Cyrenians and
Edinburgh and Lothians Regional Equality Council [cancelled due to lockdown]

Participants
The workshops were open to the public, however, through our project partners we particularly
sought to engage with low income groups, marginalised communities, and those with lived
experience of poverty in recognition that they are too often under-represented within policy-making.
The workshop participants tended to be a mix of people with direct experience of poverty and
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professionals or service providers with an interest in the topic (for example Citizens Advice staff, NHS
workers, grassroots/community organisations and policy professionals).
The workshop held at Ness Bank Church on 6 March, 2020 was attended by 22 participants, including
14 men and 8 women. This workshop had a slightly older age demographic than those in other
locations, with the majority of participants aged 60+ (10) or between 51 and 60 (8). The majority of
participants were white British (14) or white other (5). Over half (12) of the 22 participants
considered themselves to have a disability. Given the services provided by Inverness Foodstuff, many
of the participants were currently homeless, or had experience of homelessness. Some of them
reported they were rough sleeping.
Four staff and volunteers from the UWS-Oxfam Partnership and the Ness Bank Church helped to
facilitate, and two members of the Scotland-wide Poverty and Inequality Commission,2 a statutory
body which provides independent advice and scrutiny to Scottish Ministers on poverty and inequality,
also attended to hear the discussions.

Format of the workshop
The workshop was split into five stages:
1) Exploring what is meant by ‘inequality’ – Inequality is a complicated topic and means
something different to everyone. The first ice breaker exercise aimed to help people to get to
know one another and begin to explore this topic. The workshop began with a brainstorm
around the question “what does inequality mean to you?”
2) Inequality of what between whom? – In the second stage, participants were presented with
some information about income and wealth inequality in Scotland and asked to choose one
topic per group to explore in more detail. To do this, participants were asked to think about
inequality of what (for example, income, wealth, health, power) and between whom (for
example, the population of Scotland, women and men, or countries of the world).
3) Exploring the causes and the impacts – When groups had decided on a topic to discuss, they
were asked to map the causes of that kind of inequality, and the impacts resulting from it,
using a ‘problem tree’ visual aid.

2

https://povertyinequality.scot/
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4) Exploring the solutions – Following the mapping exercise, groups were asked to think about
any changes, big or small, that could make a positive difference to the causes or impacts that
they had mapped.
5) Local action – Choosing one of the solutions they had identified, groups then spent the final
part of the workshop brainstorming actions that could be taken at a local or national level to
achieve change.
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What we heard
Initial thoughts on inequality
Inequality is a complex concept, which may refer to inequality of wealth or income, inequality of
opportunity, health inequalities or educational inequalities. It may be driven by inequalities between
groups based on gender, race, education, or generational cohort, or it may be driven by inequalities
within these groups. It is important to ask ourselves: “inequality of what, and amongst whom?”.
To unpack some of this complexity, the workshop began with a brainstorm based around the
question: “what does inequality mean to you?” It was clear from the outset that the participants of
the workshop had strong views on what inequality meant and spoke very eloquently about its causes
and consequences. Some themes that emerged from the five group discussions included:
•
•
-

Poverty, deprivation and income not meeting the cost of living
Poverty excludes people, limits your chances and impacts your perception of ability
Universal Credit’s six week wait means bills can’t be paid. Benefit sanctions – only those in the
worst situations are supported
Financial insecurity shapes people’s lives, chances, opportunities and options and can lead to
exclusion
Being judged for being poor – people don’t know your history
Cost of living: fuel poverty; rent and utilities; food poverty “why do we need to use
foodbanks?”
Transport poverty – car ownership and not having access to transport
In-work poverty

-

Housing and homelessness
Social housing reduces homelessness
Poor social housing. System not fair - 10 year waiting list
Housing inequality: not enough affordable housing available
People who don’t have proof of identification and the interaction of this with homelessness
Housing: rogue landlords/rip-off landlords; housing conditions; where housing is located; bad
areas
Too many empty homes

•
-

Systemic drivers and inequalities of power
Elitism
Taxation and fiscal policy. Land tax in Scotland
Services cut due to lack of funding
Poor are getting poorer. Rich are getting richer. Widening gap.
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-

Decisions are all made by rich folks. Bureaucrats making decisions they are not qualified to
make

•
-

Education, employment and opportunities
Income restricts opportunity
Job opportunities: need to create jobs for those on low incomes
People, often young people, move away for work
Seasonal work, zero hours contracts etc.
Social isolation and digital inequality
Education, children

•
-

Access to services
Access to care; criteria to get care
Regional/geographical barriers
Impoverished should get what they’re entitled to
Finding help and getting help – not knowing where to access support
Services working together – Council providing information about local services

•

Health inequalities and disability

- Rich live longer and poor live less
-

Judged for being sick
Disability disadvantages people
Disability: school and bullying and bullying for adults. People don’t understand.
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Causes and Impacts
Based on their brainstorm, the five groups were asked to choose a theme so that they could explore
the causes and impacts of inequality in more detail. To do this, the groups were given stickers which
read: “inequality of [BLANK] between/in [BLANK].” The themes chosen by the five groups were:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Inequality of WEALTH between THE PEOPLE OF THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS;
Inequality of EDUCATION, SKILLS, TRAINING in HIGHLAND;
Inequality of HOUSING between OWNERS AND RENTERS; LANDLORDS AND TENANTS;
Inequality of HEALTH between ELDERLY AND YOUNG;
Inequality of WEALTH AND HOUSING in HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS AND SCOTLAND MORE
GENERALLY.

10

The groups used a “problem tree” visual aid to map the causes, impacts and solutions to the
particular manifestation of inequality they had selected.
1) Inequality of WEALTH between THE PEOPLE OF THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS
Causes
Impacts
Solutions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Location of housing
Digital
Social isolation
Seasonality
Transport costs
Access to services
Disjointed working from
services
Rurality

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Unstable income and
employment
If it wasn’t for people
on benefits, [they]
would be starving!
Inequality in schools
Physical health
Mental health
Poor housing
People not knowing
where to go [for
support]
Social isolation
Suicide
Costs of living rural –
fuel, transport, parcels
etc.

•

•
•
•

•
•

•
•

Low cost transport/free
transport for young
people
Free ferries for young
people
Sharing more info on
services in the media
Stop zero hour
contracts; have
minimum working
hours
Equal delivery charges
for parcel deliveries
The role of local
services in reducing
isolation – post offices,
bus services
More affordable
housing
More joint planning
from services

2) Inequality of EDUCATION, SKILLS, TRAINING in HIGHLAND
Causes
•

•

•

Difficult to fill positions
because of the
remoteness of
opportunities
No big industrial areas,
no big employers
except public sector
and tourism (which is
seasonal)
Seasonal work offers no
security – zero hours

Impacts

Solutions

•

•

•

•

Leads to stratified
population. Japanese
proverb: “frog in the
pond knows nothing of
the world outside”
“Everything is short
termism… but it has
long term
consequences”
You have to catch
people at school before

11

•
•

Couldn’t a programme
be put in place that
partners summer and
winter employers? So
people could have work
all year round?
Long-term
skills/training plans
Funding – address the
financial barriers that
prevent people from
taking up courses

•

•

•
•

contracts, no work in
the winter.
‘Brain drain’ of the
productive workforce,
and then those with
second homes move in.
The community
amenities disappear –
shops, banks pubs
Youth centres close
down
The biggest problem is
they [employers] want
the qualifications and
the experience but
there’s nowhere to get
those qualifications and
experience. We need
better training facilities.
Initiative centres.

•

•

•

•

they fall through the
cracks
The mouth outlasts the
money – I can manage
weekly but I can’t
manage monthly
Impossible to travel to
Inverness and back in a
day for a training course
(from Sutherland)
No opportunities for
those with autism when
they leave school –
Remploy being scaled
down
Sole traders and SMEs –
too much red tape
makes it difficult for
them to take on
apprentices

•

•
•
•

Suitable re-training
opportunities for
older/experienced
people and returners
More government
investment
Support should
continue after leaving
formal education
Continuous investment
in industry – keep
people trained and
retrained.

3) Inequality of HOUSING between OWNERS AND RENTERS; LANDLORDS AND
TENANTS
Causes
•
•
•
•
•
•

Attitude of “I’m alright,
forget the rest”
Landlords use housing
as a cash cow
Universal Credit
Banking system
Corporate greed
“Why should politicians
get paid £100,000 a
year?”

Impacts

Solutions

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Selling your house to
pay for elderly care!
Poor housing:
dampness, poor heating
systems
Reduced health and
poor mental health
Better to die than grow
old
Puts people in debt
Increased poverty
Homelessness
Increased use of drink
and drugs
Suicide
Increases cost to NHS
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•
•

•
•
•

Fill the empty houses.
Build more affordable
housing. Use planning
system to build fewer
offices and build more
houses
Benefits system needs
to be more helpful
Housing support –
especially for children
leaving care
Issue fines to big
landlords for poor
behaviour
Hold landlords
accountable
Early intervention for
mental health

•

•

•

4) Inequality of HEALTH between ELDERLY AND YOUNG
Causes
Impacts
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

Wealth
Some people have
family to look after
them and others don’t
Disabled people need
different care and it’s
not available
Different illnesses to
care for
Pension ages are too
high, people die before
retirement
Not enough carers
Governments not
listening to people’s
concerns early enough
Timing of support –
takes too long
Not enough time to
give proper care – need
to think of the
individual
Those administering
benefits make you feel
low, degraded
People scared to ask
because might be
rejected. Some people

•
•
•

People left struggling
Pension spent on care
Not allowed to see Dr
because arrived late

Solutions
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
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Tackle income not
keeping pace with rising
cost of living. Return to
fixed pay increases, not
% increases
NHS – reduce the
number of managers,
increase the number of
nurses
The bottom line should
be people not money.
Quality of life, not just
quantity of life.

Care for the elderly
Access to Citizens Advice
when needed
Literacy support for
benefit applications and
other forms
Recognising impact of
everyday life on health
More checks on
treatment of elderly in
care homes
Background checks on
care workers
Place to help people get
support

•
•
•

are too shy to ask and
others don’t know
how.
Planning of care when
in hospital and
time/space available
Treatment when asking
for support
Benefits denied

5) Inequality of WEALTH AND HOUSING in HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS AND SCOTLAND MORE
GENERALLY
Causes
•

•

•

•
•
•
•

Under-funding – getting
money out of councils
and other funders
Benefits system: Benefit
cuts; proof of poor
health for benefits;
people who can’t get
benefits
Job insecurity;
redundancy; zero hours
contracts
System is complicated,
difficult to know your
rights
System doesn’t tell you
what you’re entitled to,
you have to navigate it
Lack of confidence and
skills
Lack of literacy of digital
skills

Impacts

Solutions

•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Forced to take low
income jobs
Pressure on young
people to earn,
therefore stuck in
menial jobs
Debt
Depression
Impact on mental
health
Impact on life
expectancy
System is demeaning
for people with ill
health
Restricts life chances –
intergenerational
Ending up in criminal
justice system
Isolation
Impact on dignity and
friendships
Poor diet therefore
poor health
Domestic violence
Unhealthy coping
mechanisms/habits
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•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

BENEFITS:
Fairer benefits system
Honesty from our
politicians – is the
benefits system
designed to help people
or to tick boxes and
block.
Clarity and support in
navigating the benefits
system
A more open benefits
system which doesn’t
put up hurdles but
helps
More user-friendly
benefits system
JOBS:
More work
opportunities
Better paid jobs (a more
realistic minimum
wage)
Do away with zero
hours contracts
FUNDING and
SUPPORT:

•

Impossible choices:
eating or heating or
washing

•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Better government
funding
Better funding for
Councils and voluntary
organisations and
groups
More support
organisations. More
support and time
More chances to
socialise and get
together in groups,
because it helps
develop confidence
Invest in mental health
Educating society from
the young up
HOUSING:
Build more houses!
Government build more
affordable housing
DEBT:
Legislation to stop
companies who get
vulnerable people into
debt

Solutions
For the final exercise of the workshop, participants were asked to focus on what needs to change and
how to change it. Groups were asked to decide on one solution to the problems they had identified,
and brainstorm some of the steps that would be required to achieve that goal.
Solution 1: Extended support for those up to 25 years old in order for them to pursue a career path
•
•
•

More funding for extra career advisors or dedicated teachers to work with older people
Promote vocational skills/trades as career choices instead of just academia
Community colleges

Solution 2: More joint working from different services
•

Government needs to recognise the financial benefit of third sector organisations and provide
funding to third sector organisations already doing a great job
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•
•

Statutory services to take a more holistic approach
Conversation cafes to bring services together

Solution 3: More (better paid) jobs, underpinned by a benefits system that works for people
•
•
•
•

Shift in Government policy
Replace the minimum wage with a real Living Wage
Better communication from benefits agencies – clear and concise language. Advice on best
option, not obstacles
Build more affordable housing because housing is a big part of people’s expenditure. Houses
in Multiple Occupation should be more affordable – remove restrictive licensing

Solution 4: Support with benefits
•
•
•
•

Make forms easier and allow people to make non-digital applications
More staff to support people and aim for an even gender split
Changing how people are assessed and encourage honest sharing
Provide better information to support people. Jobcentre should tell people what they are
entitled to

Solution 5: Put people first: sufficient affordable housing
•
•
•
•
•

More action, less talking. Stick to election promises
Reduce empty properties
Regulate landlords
Increase affordable housing
A more understanding government

“Remove the power of the old boys’ club. Put tackling poverty as
number 1 priority of government” - workshop participant
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Summary
The workshop at Ness Bank Church on 6 March, 2020 involved a lively discussion amongst
participants, facilitators and local service providers about the causes and impacts of inequality in
Scotland today, and what can be done about it. The workshop ended with contributions from
members of the Poverty and Inequality Commission and the Reverend Fiona Smith, who had listened
to the group discussions and offered their own reflections.
The participants of this workshop were amongst some of the most marginalised people in our
communities with some unable to afford a hot meal, experiencing poor health, or sleeping rough.
Even so, they spoke clearly and knowledgably about the causes of inequality and poverty in Scotland
today, and what needs to change. They were passionate and engaged and had a huge amount to
contribute.
Although conversations touched on many policy areas, cutting across both reserved and devolved
powers, there were some threads that ran throughout the discussions and some clear priorities
emerged:
1) Adequate income – Participants felt that the poverty and deprivation created by income not
meeting the cost of living leads to people being excluded, limiting their life choices and their
potential. They wanted to see an adequate benefits system that was easier to navigate and
better pay and job security.
2) Sufficient affordable housing – Participants spoke about housing inequality and homelessness
being caused by an insufficient supply of affordable housing. They wanted to see more
affordable and social housing built, better regulation of landlords, measures to fill empty
homes, and the use of the planning system to build fewer offices and build more houses.
3) Education, employment and opportunities – Participants felt that there aren’t enough
opportunities and career progression for young people and those on low incomes, meaning
people move away for work or can only get seasonal work and zero hours contracts. They
wanted to see: more better paid jobs; extended support for those up to 25 years old to pursue
a career path; the removal of financial barriers that prevent people from taking up courses;
and suitable re-training opportunities for older/experienced people and returners.
4) Systemic drivers of inequality and inequalities of power – Participants spoke about decisions
being made by politicians and bureaucrats that led to a widening gap between rich and poor
and cuts to funding of local services. They wanted to see better funding for Councils and
voluntary organisations and to educate society “from the young up” so that everyone can
engage in policy and funding decisions.
5) Access to services (especially care) - Participants spoke about governments not listening to
people’s concerns early enough with regard to meeting their care needs. They felt that there
are not enough carers, and not enough time is taken to provide proper care to individuals.
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They wanted to see: more checks on the treatment of elderly people in care homes and
background checks on care workers; better availability of information, advice and support on
benefit entitlements and services; and services working together better.
Since this workshop was held, the country and the world has been shaken by a global pandemic
which has had – and will continue to have – far reaching health and economic consequences. The
COVID-19 crisis has exacerbated and laid bare existing inequalities in our communities, making it all
the more vital that we take steps now to mitigate a widening gap between rich and poor. Next year’s
Scottish Parliament election presents an opportunity for political parties to renew their commitments
to tackling poverty and inequality by making bold commitments which prioritise the health, wellbeing
and financial security of all of Scotland’s people. In doing so, the findings of this workshop – and
those held across Scotland as part of this project – provide valuable ideas to support the creation of a
more just and equal Scotland.
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