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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/
STAR Project, Paisley
We successfully deliver a consistent and varied programme of creative group work and individual
support to community members within Renfrewshire from our base in the North End of Paisley. All
our work is robustly evaluated and monitored and feedback from community members, partners,
volunteers and staff shape the development of everything we do. Our strong and dedicated team
have a passion for the work of the Project and we believe this is fundamental to our continued
success. For more information about our work, visit our website: http://www.star-project.org.uk/
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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.

“Inequality means not being able to pay bills when some
people live in mansions” – 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 STAR Project, Paisley on 18
February 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 STAR Project in Paisley had 18 participants in attendance, including 13 women
and 5 men. This workshop had a slightly younger age demographic than those in other parts of
Scotland, several of the participants were disabled and the majority of participants were white
Scottish.

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.
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:
•
-

Economic inequality
People having less than others
“Rich man in a castle compared to someone homeless asking for money”
“Not being able to pay bills when some people live in mansions”
“Many people living on benefits and few people living on yachts”
Financial inequality
Money matters
Income gap
Tax system is uneven

•
-

Politics and representation
Constituents’ voting rights
Postcode – elections
Current affairs
Politics is fickle
Politics – time, limited, relevance

•
-

Discrimination
Gender [mentioned by many participants]
Race
Being treated differently to others because of race, sex or status
Male and female roles
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•
-

Poverty, income and material deprivation
Foodbanks
DWP benefits
Working poor
Stigma

•
-

Health and wellbeing
Mental Health
Wellbeing and happiness
Everyone should be able to access to healthcare Services

•
-

Education and opportunities
Not a lot for young people to do round about here

•

Housing and homelessness
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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 three groups were:
1) Health, Wellbeing and Housing
2) Housing
3) Jobs, employment & education
The groups used a “problem tree” visual aid to map the causes, impacts and solutions to this
particular manifestation of inequality.
1) Health, Wellbeing and Housing
Causes
•

Lack of support

•

Although there is
support and help out
there, many people are
not aware of what’s
available

•

Being categorised

•

No money

•

Costs of healthy foods

•

Attitudes/beliefs of
healthcare workers

•

Employment

•
•

Access to health
services
Low paid jobs leads to
stress and dangerous
environment

Impacts

Solutions

•

Not being able to work
because of illness

•

•

Better access to advice
for vulnerable people &
better awareness

Income – low/high

•

•

Worse healthcare for
those in poor areas

•

Dangerous work = low
paid work

Community groups,
citizens advice (but
impossible to get
appointment), libraries

•

Getting taxi – less
money to spend

Better pay and workers’
rights

•

Free transport for
everybody –
environment, remove
barriers

•

Bus pass/ travel support
for people on low
income

•

More support for carers
from government &
employers

•
•

Poor health

•

Going on benefits

•

Feeling hopeless

•

Not asking for help

•

Mental health

•

Finance problems
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•

Bad health

•

•

Location – getting to
hospital/GP: access to
public transport and
some people have cars

Unable to be social and
having problems
making friends

•

Family breakdowns

•

Generational impacts –
cycle difficult to break

•

Decline in health

•

Making poor life
choices

•

Ability to function
correctly

•

Self-isolation

•

Long-term health
complications from not
accessing care

•

Coping mechanisms

•

Poor live shorter lives

•

Men live shorter lives

•

Not knowing what help
is available

•

Health decline > unable
to work > go on to
benefits >
financial/social/ mental
health issues

•
•

•

Rent arrears, stress,
anxiety, depression
Long waiting lists on
NHS – private
healthcare is quicker
No access to social
groups/ working too
much to socialise

•

Gender: mental health
lists, sexual health,
violence – leads to
poverty, homelessness

•

Access to housing

•

•

Loss of job leads to
stress and financial
difficulties, which in
turn leads to arguments
and stresses on home
life
Worsening care delivery
and access to services
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•

Better designed and
cheap transport to
health care services (or
free!)

•

Housing: new & better
& more accessible

•

All housing associations
should have a “Welfare
and Rights Team” and
“Community
Connectors”

•

One policy does not suit
all and doesn’t cover
individual needs

•

Better support would
benefit people to
progress with day to
day issues to improve
wellbeing

•

All employers should
take responsibility for
providing: health care,
mental health,
counselling, welfare
rights help

•

Those affected should
be involved more in
policy-making

•

The powerful should
experience poverty
inequality

•

Decision- makers
should experience/ try
their own policies

2) Housing
Causes

Impacts

Solutions

•

Area you are brought
up in can affect your
upbringing

•

Mental Health
problems (constant
worrying)

•

Opportunity to buy
home outright rather
than rent to buy

•

Council houses being
sold – causes lack of
social housing

•

Homelessness

•

•

Check what people
want in the area

Poor health e.g. asthma
caused by damp
housing

•

Rent control – private
and social housing

•

More affordable social
housing

•

Social housing should
be good housing

•

Community facilities –
youth clubs or play
schemes – free or
cheap

•

There isn’t a housing
shortage at all – they
should be using empty
buildings and
refurbishing them

•

Refurbish existing
houses

•

Using rent for
maintenance of
properties rather than
building new homes

•

Improve local services
and amenities near
social housing – build
facilities for people who
actually stay there

•

•

Home ownership vs
poor quality housing –
difference in health

•

Money management

•

Bedroom tax

•

Insecure
employment/zero
hours contract

•

Cost of housing

•

Investment in housing >
financial management >
knowledge and
education about
managing money

•

Debt is a business - a
company wants tenants
to have debt

•

Need benefits to cover
housing costs

•

Affluent family = more
chance of work
experience/good
education, leads to
higher incomes

•
•

•

Eviction due to rent
arears because of
housing benefits
Less money for food
bills – less healthy food
Even social housing is
unaffordable – rent
high and rises every
year
Lack of community –
community facilities
mostly used for rental
not community
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•

Rent increases

•

Using tax fairer

•

Got to be community
amenities nearby if they
are building new homes

3) Jobs, employment & education
Causes
•

Generation
(opportunities and
education)

•

Housing all kinds

•

Health DWP GP
Assessments

•

Education (area codes)

•

Agricultural economy in
Scotland and Ireland
make less than other
countries

•
•

Careers for young
people?
Too much Big Brother
(social work)
interference and by the
book judgement on
families instead of using
common sense

•

Areas social = gangs,
antisocial behaviours

•

Nothing for kids to do

Impacts

Solutions

•

Working people are
paying too many taxes
and National Insurance
contributions whereas
unemployed people are
doing nothing and
getting so many
benefits. This causes
voluntary
unemployment

•

Schools need to be
more proactive with
Council and parents

•

Hope education

•

Common sense

•

Social work
intervention? Always
helpful?

•

The backyards are all
different. The path
forward is much the
same… straight out into
the world

•

•

Social work seem to
target lower income
families or ones with
disabilities

Cohesion and
understanding i.e. pilot
schemes – Schools
signposts, countrywide
coastal districts, retail
voluntary community
support

•

Lack of morale,
motivation, depression
is really dangerous for
everyone. These things
are caused by inequality

•

Postcodes and where
you stay effects
education and health
outcomes

•

The discipline of
punctuality
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•

The virtues and
demands of any
workplace

“Loss of job leads to stress and financial difficulties, which in turn leads
to arguments and stresses on home life” – workshop participant
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Summary
The workshop at STAR Project, Paisley on 18 February, 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 groups were engaged and passionate about the
issues they discussed and fed back that they enjoyed the sense of community spirit, listening to one
another and “having a chance to talk about the things that are important.”
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) Communities and area-based inequalities – One theme that emerged from each group
discussion was inequalities based on postcode. Participants discussed how where you grow up
affects education and health outcomes. The lack of community facilities and amenities
including the sale of council housing and “worse healthcare for those in poor areas” was cited
as a cause for this. Participants spoke about a lack of community facilities exacerbating
inequalities and antisocial behaviour as there is “nothing for kids to do.” Participants also
discussed difficulties with transport and access to services – particularly health services. They
wanted to see: improved local services and amenities built or provided near social housing
“for people who actually stay there;” free or cheap community assets including youth clubs or
play schemes; better designed and affordable transport to access health care services;
decision makers asking what people want in the area and for those affected to be involved
more in policy-making.
2) Health and wellbeing – Participants spoke about the role that physical and mental health play
as both a cause and an impact of inequality in Scotland. One participant said: “lack of morale,
motivation and depression is really dangerous for everyone. These things are caused by
inequality.” Another said simply: “poor live shorter lives.” Groups spoke about how poor
health could widen income inequality when those who are unable to work must instead claim
benefits, and how this in turn worsens financial, social and mental health issues. Participants
talked about the relationship between poverty and health caused by, for example, being
unable to buy healthy food and the mental health strain of constant stress and worry. They
also touched on gendered experiences of health and poverty, including sexual health and
violence. It was felt that attitudes and beliefs of healthcare workers and long waiting lists for
NHS healthcare could lead to feeling hopelessness, with people being unable to ask for help
with this leading not accessing care and therefore further long-term health complications. It
was felt that better support would help people to progress with day-to-day issues to improve
wellbeing; and that all employers should take responsibility for providing health care, mental
health support, counselling, and welfare rights support to their employees.
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3) Employment, education and opportunities: Education, opportunity and job quality were
threads that ran through many of the discussions. Participants discussed how opportunities
and education can be determined by the area, generation and family you are born into, and
said: “[an] affluent family means more chance of work experience/good education which
leads to higher incomes.” They also spoke about career opportunities for young people and
the benefits of receiving a financial education. They expressed concerns around low paid
work, dangerous work and insecure work, commenting that: “low paid jobs leads to stress and
a dangerous environment,” and that “loss of jobs leads to stress and financial difficulties,
which in turn leads to arguments and stresses on home life”. They wanted to see better pay
and workers’ rights, schools being more proactive with parents, and better career pathways
for young people.

“Improve local services and amenities near social housing – build
facilities for people who actually stay there” – workshop participant

4) Housing – More than one group discussed housing, concentrating on issues around access,
availability, quality, and affordability. On the topic of access, they thought that the sale of
Council houses causes a lack of social housing. They discussed how those with money invest in
housing because they have the knowledge and education about financial management. On
the topic of housing quality, they said, “social housing should be good housing” and that rent
should be used to maintain properties rather than building new houses. They talked about the
difference in quality between owner-occupied housing and poor-quality rented housing,
leading to health problems including asthma caused by damp. Affordability was the topic that
received the most attention. They were concerned about the inability of benefits to cover
housing costs, the Bedroom Tax, rent increases, and eviction due to rent arrears. They said
rent arrears causes stress, anxiety, depression, and risk of homelessness. One participant said:
“even social housing is unaffordable – rent high and rises every year,” and another said: “debt
is a business - a company wants tenants to have debt.” They wanted to see: more affordable
social housing; rent controls in private and social housing; refurbishment of existing houses;
using tax fairer and for all housing associations to have a “Welfare and Rights Team” and
“Community Connectors.”

“Those affected should be involved more in policy-making” –
workshop participant
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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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