
Economic Inactivity Round Table 
 
Edinburgh Futures Institute, University of Edinburgh, 1 Lauriston 
Place, EH3 9EF 
 
Thursday 6 March 2025, 09:15 - 11:00 
 
 
AGENDA 

 

09:15 – Welcome and Opening remarks  

 

09:25 – Overview of evidence - Chief Economist 

 

09:30 – Discussion 1 - review of current actions 

o What interventions are currently working effectively? 

o How do we know they are having an impact? 

 

09:50 – Discussion 2 - draft action plan 

o Are the identified transition points the correct areas to focus on? 

o Within the transition points, are there particular points or groups of people to 
target? 

 

10:10 – Break 

 

10:20 – Discussion 3 - identifying actions 

o Given your experience in Scotland and in other countries, what interventions or 
additional actions would potentially have an impact at the transition points? 

 

10:40 – Discussion 4 – prioritisation 

o Which are the transition points or actions to address first? 

o Where can our resources be used most efficiently to deliver maximum impact? 

 

10:55 – Sum up 

 

Close by 11:00 
 



ContentWhat You are chairing a “deep dive” stakeholder roundtable to help 
inform coordinated, cross-portfolio and multi-sector action to 
address economic inactivity. 

Where Edinburgh Futures Institute, University of Edinburgh, 1 
Lauriston Place, EH3 9EF 

When Thursday 6 March 2025, 09:15 - 11:00 

Key message(s)  Tackling the economic inactivity challenge requires a 
system-wide approach to ensure everyone has support 
available at the right time and in the right place.  

 The PfG sets out actions to increase participation in the 
labour market, including through improving access to 
health and work services and introducing enhanced 
specialist employability support for disabled people.  

 However, these measures on their own will not address 
the challenges on the scale we need, and we are working 
across government and with partners to develop a 
coordinated approach that both supports those who are 
currently inactive and helps prevent people becoming 
inactive.  

 This will involve preventative support such as occupational 
health services, improved transitions from education, and 
access to skills and retraining opportunities.  

Who Senior figures from sectors and organisations with insight into 
barriers to participation in the labour market at key stages in 
people’s lives. See Annex B for list of attendees. 
 
NOTE – communication support for one participant will be 
joining virtually; all other participants will be in person. A 10-
minute break is essential for the communication support and 
has been included in the agenda. 

Why At a time of labour and skills shortages, we must utilise the full 
potential of our workforce to support a growing economy. 
However, economic inactivity has been a persistent issue for 
Scotland in recent years and NSET commits to addressing 
this challenge. The FM has asked you to lead focussed work 
to identify impactful actions that can be taken forward in the 
next 12-18 months. 
 
In response to initial advice on an outline action plan, you 
asked for a roundtable to cover: 

 the ‘success’ of all current government schemes 
tackling inactivity; 

 the current evidence base of what could work to tackle 
inactivity (especially what works elsewhere); 

 prioritisation of schemes 
Expected 
outcome 

The roundtable is an opportunity for stakeholders to contribute 
views on the interventions that will make the most difference 
and how we can work together to drive change. 



Speech details Opening remarks: 
 up to 7 minutes 
 from a seating position, roundtable format 
 no question and answer 

Supporting 
officials  

Gregor Irwin – DG Economy 
Aidan Grisewood – Director Jobs and Wellbeing Economy 
[redacted S.38(1)(b)] 
Gary Gillespie – Chief Economist 
[redacted] – Unit Head Wellbeing Economy [redacted 
S.38(1)(b)] 

Briefing 
contents 

Page 3 – Annex A – Agenda 
Page 4 – Annex B – Attendees / Biographies 
Page 7 – Annex C – Summary page/top brief 
Attached separately – Annex D – Opening remarks  
attached separately – Annex E –Inactivity Action plan 
Page 13 – Annex F – Top lines covering transition points 
Page 18 – Annex G – Drop off / Pick up location 
 

Media handling No media 

Social media No media 

Greeting party 
and specific 
meeting point on 
arrival (if event 
is at a non SG 
building) 

You will be greeted by [redacted S.38(1)(b)], Unit Head 
Wellbeing Economy, shortly before 09:15. 
 
You will be met at the West Entrance on Nightingale Way. 
The venue will provide a logistical briefing, which will be sent 
to you separately when it is received. 

Specific 
entrance for 
ministerial 
car/parking 
arrangements 

Edinburgh Futures Institute doesn’t have parking.  They 
suggest passengers can be dropped off on Nightingale Way, 
where there is a loading bay next to the West entrance to the 
building 

 
 



ANNEX A 
 

AGENDA 
 
09:15 – Welcome and Opening remarks from Deputy First Minister Kate 
Forbes, MSP – up to 7 minutes 
 
09:25 – Overview of evidence - Chief Economist 
 
09:30 – Discussion 1 - review of current actions 

o What interventions are currently working effectively? 
o How do we know they are having an impact? 

 
09:50 – Discussion 2 - draft action plan 

o Are the identified transition points the correct areas to focus on? 
o Within the transition points, are there particular points or groups of 

people to target? 
 
10:10 – Break 
 
10:20 – Discussion 3 - identifying actions 

o Given your experience in Scotland and in other countries, what 
interventions or additional actions would potentially have an impact 
at the transition points? 

 
10:40 – Discussion 4 – prioritisation 

o Which are the transition points or actions to address first? 
o Where can our resources be used most efficiently to deliver 

maximum impact? 
 
10:55 – Sum up 
Close by 11:00 



ANNEX B 
 

ATTENDEES / BIOGRAPHIES 
 

Name Organisation Biography Photo 

Louisa 
Macdonell 

Business in 
the 
Community 

Louisa is Scotland Director of BiTC. 
BiTC is focused on helping business 
champion social mobility, 
environmental responsibility and 
community regeneration across 
Scotland. Louisa is also a Just 
Transition Commissioner and part of 
the Wellbeing Economy Expert 
Advisory Group (WEEAG).  

Paul 
Johnston 

Public Health 
Scotland 

Paul was appointed Chief Executive of 
Public Health Scotland in March 2023. 
Prior to this, Paul spent eight years as a 
member of the Executive Team and 
Corporate Board in the Scottish 
Government. His responsibilities 
covered many areas of social policy 
that impact on health. 
  

Richard 
Meade 

Carers UK 

Richard is Director for Carers Scotland 
and Carers NI, and has worked in 
health and social care for over twenty 
years, including the NHS and multiple 
third sector organisations. 

 

Dr Calum 
MacLeod 

Mental Health 
Foundation 

Calum is a senior policy and public 
affairs officer for the Mental Health 
Foundation in Scotland and a freelance 
sustainable development consultant 
who was appointed to the Scottish Land 
Commission in January 2025. In 2010 
he led post-legislative scrutiny of the 
Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 on 
behalf of the Scottish Parliament. 
 

 



Heather 
Fisken 

Inclusion 
Scotland 

Heather is the Chief Executive for 
Inclusion Scotland, which works to 
achieve positive changes to policy and 
practice, so that disabled people are 
fully included throughout all Scottish 
society as equal citizens. 
 
 

 

Calum 
Macpherson 

Inverness and 
Cromarty Firth 
Green 
Freeport 

Calum is Chief Executive of Inverness 
and Cromarty Firth Green Freeport. In 
September 2024, Calum received a 
Highland Business Award for Business 
Leader of the Year. Previously he was 
with national infrastructure business, 
Robertson Group, for 12 years - one of 
the UK’s largest family-owned 
infrastructure businesses. Calum has a 
background in tax for Aberdeen oil and 
gas sector, and an economic 
development role in Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise (HIE). 
 

 

Stacey 
Dingwall 

Policy and 
External 
Affairs 
(Scotland), 
Federation of 
Small 
Business 
(FSB) 

As the current Head of FSB, Stacey 
heads up the team's policy and external 
affairs work. Prior to that, she led the 
work of the policy team at the Scottish 
Federation of Housing Associations, 
with a focus on new build development 
and net zero. Stacey has also worked in 
the policy and business development 
teams at the Wise Group, and as a 
researcher for the Idox Information 
Service. 

 



 
Barry White 

NSET 
Delivery 
Board 

Barry has held senior leadership roles 
in the private and public sectors, 
including as a former Chief Executive of 
the Scottish Futures Trust, and is now 
the Co-Chair of the NSET Delivery 
Board. 
 

 
 

 

Andrew 
Ritchie 

Lead Officer 
DYW, 
Aberdeenshire 
Council 
 

Previously, Andrew worked in a number 
of education leadership positions, most 
recently as a secondary Headteacher. 
As Lead Officer Andrew is responsible 
for the DYW programme in 
Aberdeenshire schools which involves 
partnership with schools, employers, 
colleges and universities. As part of the 
3-18 curriculum development Andrew 
has led on Aberdeenshire’s Foundation 
Apprenticeship programme which has 
delivered very positive outcomes for 
young people and employers.  

 

James 
Fowlie 

COSLA 

James is Place Director in the COSLA 
Senior Management Team. Previously, 
he worked at Midlothian Council in 
various roles, including Best 
Value/Community Planning and 
Committee Services. 
 

No picture 

Neil Craik-
Collins 

Quality 
Improvement 
Manager, 
Midlothian 
Council 

Quality Improvement Manager. UK 
Accredited Education Advisor. Senior 
Education Leader. Edinburgh, Mid and 
East DYW Board member 

No picture 

 
 
 



Annex C 
SUMMARY PAGE 
 
Accessibility – reminder to be read out to all participants at the start 
 To make this meeting as accessible as possible, we have a palantypist joining us 

online, who will provide speech to text notes for members who require it. These 
notes will not form part of the formal minute of this meeting. 

 To support participation, only one person should speak at a time, and members 
should speak clearly and to the wider room with a pause between speakers. 

 We will have a comfort break halfway through the meeting. 
 
Overview of evidence (09:25 - Chief Economist) 
 Recent estimates from ONS’s Annual Population Survey estimates for October 

2023 to September 2024 suggest Scotland’s inactivity rate among the population 
aged 16-64 was 23.4%, above the UK rate of 21.6%. However, an important 
caveat is that data on long-term sickness are based on self-assessment only. 

 People may self-report as economically inactive for different reasons, some of 
which can be positive, or through individual choice.  

o Around 24% of those inactive indicated they were students;  
o 16.5% were looking after family/home 
o 14.4% were retired 
o 8.5% were inactive for ‘other’ reasons, such as waiting on the outcomes 

of job applications 
 Long-term sickness and disability continue to be the main, and rising, reason for 

someone being economically inactive, with 33.5% of those who were inactive in 
October 2023 to September 2024 giving this as a reason.  

 Evidence indicates a rise in physical and mental health conditions in inactive 
people since 2018 and 2019 respectively, with rising numbers of young people 
citing mental health challenges. 

 Improving economic participation by reducing economic inactivity would bring 
important economic and fiscal benefits.  

 In 2024, internal OCEA analysis suggested that an increase of 0.25% (+10,000 
people) in the economic activity rate could boost GDP in the long term by around 
0.1%, or around £180m per year (in 2024-25 prices).  

 Assuming this additional employment paid the real Living Wage (c. £22,100 per 
year) - and depending on wider factors - this would suggest a potential increase 
in Scottish Income Tax receipts of £18m per year, and could also entail wider 
socioeconomic benefits.  

  



Discussion 1 – review of current actions 
 What interventions are currently working effectively? 
 How do we know they are having an impact? 
 
Examples of action across government to address economic inactivity 
 Employer engagement to improve our understanding of how employers can 

support healthier and more flexible workplaces.  
 PfG commitment to improve access to health services by April 2025, including a 

single point of access through Healthy Working Lives (HWL) for employers and 
workers to access advice and support, and changes to Working Health Services 
Scotland (WHSS) improving access and reach through the HWL branding.  

 PfG commitment to introduce specialist employment support for disabled people 
by Summer 2025. 

 Developing a heath and work action plan with stakeholders, including business 
and industry, to tackle Scotland’s increasing rates of inactivity due to ill health.  

 
Discussion 2 – draft action plan 
 Are the identified transition points the correct areas to focus on?  
 Within the transition points are there particular points or groups of people 

to target? 
 
Approach to action plan 
 A cross-portfolio Short Life Working Group is developing an Economic Inactivity 

Action Plan, focussing initially on short-medium term actions (i.e. next 12-18 
months), while recognising that inevitably this is a long-term endeavour.  

 The group includes partners such as COSLA, PHS and DWP, and has met four 
times. It will continue to meet three-weekly.  

 Officials have worked at pace to consider the available evidence, and identify 
transition points where a person is at risk of dropping out of the labour market. 

 These interlink with foundational elements that impact across the transitions.  
 There is common agreement within the SLWG that focussing on these points 

would maximise impact and “return” on our interventions.  
 No single intervention will have the impact required and coordinated action 

across the transition points is intended to provide the cumulative impact needed. 
 

  



Transition points 
 Young people leaving school and not entering a positive destination. 
 Leaving further and higher education and not entering a positive destination. 
 Parents who want to remain or re-enter the labour market. 
 People who want, or need to, retrain/upskill and change careers. 
 Employability – extend reach of support people need to move towards or into 

work, including disabled people. 
 Released prisoners - reintegration into employment and society. 
 Unpaid Carers – (predominantly women aged 45-54) who are ending periods of 

caring for others who want to re-enter the labour market or increase hours. 
 
Foundations 
 Physical health – treatment and prevention. 
 Mental Health – a growing reason for inactivity in young people. 
 Fair Work – enabling more people to work or remain in work. 
 Economic Development – using freeports and growth deals . 
 Social security – to support those who want to work 
 

Evidence base 
 Our approach is driven by data and a workstream will seek to strengthen the 

evidence we have to adapt and develop interventions as they are implemented, 
alongside developing ways to measure impact in inactivity effectively. 

 To replicate in Scotland the UKG aspiration to achieve an 80% employment rate 
would mean approximately 200,000 additional people in employment.   

 Unemployment is at a near record low and economic inactivity is high, 
approximately 800,000.   

 Less than 20% of inactive people say they want to work, and 24% are students or 
people choosing to care for others. 

 
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
 
Discussion 3 – identifying actions:  
 Given your experience in Scotland and in other countries, what 

interventions or additional actions would potentially have an impact at the 
transition points? 

 
Experiences in other countries 
 The UK Government is shortly to provide further detail on its ‘Get Britain Working’ 

agenda, with an aspiration of reaching an 80% employment rate. 
 European partner countries face similar inactivity challenges and are seeking to 

provide effective responses by coordinated and system-wide activity. 
 SG officials engage with multilateral organisations such as the World Health 

Organization to benefit from its research and evidence gathering, as well as 
connecting to examples of good practice in other jurisdictions. 

 
Discussion 4 – prioritisation:  
 Which are the transition points or actions to address first? 
 Where can our resources be used most efficiently to deliver maximum 

impact? 



 
Prioritisation 
 In 2024, internal OCEA analysis suggested that an increase of 0.25% (+10,000 

people) in the economic activity rate could boost GDP in the long term by around 
0.1%, or around £180m per year (in 2024-25 prices).  

 Assuming that this additional employment paid the real Living Wage (c. £22,100 
per year) - and depending on factors such as sustainability of employment and 
hours worked, as well as wider macroeconomic conditions - this would suggest a 
potential increase in Scottish Income Tax receipts of £18m per year. 

 It could also entail wider socioeconomic benefits such as health improvements in 
those entering employment.  



ANNEX D 
 

Opening remarks [attached separately]  
 
 
 



Annex E 
Economic Inactivity Action Plan [Attached Separately] 

 



MINISTERIAL ENGAGEMENT BRIEFING:  
KATE FORBES, DEPUTY FIRST MINISTER AND CABINET SECRETARY FOR 
ECONOMY AND GAELIC 
BRIEFING FOR ROUNDTABLE ON ECONOMIC INACTIVITY 

ANNEX F 
Top lines covering transition points 
 
Young People and Education  
 The most recent Summary Statistics for Attainment and Initial Leaver 

Destinations (SSAILD) shows 95.7% of school leavers were in work, training or 
further study three months after the end of the school year in 2023-24 (compared 
to 95.9% in 2022-23).  

 This was the second highest figure since consistent records began in 2009-10.   
 While the gap between school leavers in positive destinations from the most and 

least deprived areas has widened over the last year (to 4.7 percentage points), it 
has reduced by two-thirds since 2009-10.  

 Efforts are underway to better understand the complex factors behind negative 
destinations. 

 The 2025 National Improvement Framework and associated Improvement Plan 
has a focus on improving the ABC (attendance, achievement, behaviour and the 
curriculum in schools) to boost standards. 

 
Parents and Childcare  
 Delivering more affordable and accessible childcare is critical to our priorities of 

eradicating child poverty, providing excellent and sustainable public services, 
and growing the economy - by supporting parents and carers to take up and 
sustain employment.  

 We are investing £16 million over two years within six Early Adopter 
Communities (EACs) - expanding access to childcare services to tackle poverty 
and improve outcomes for children. 

 We are learning from the work of the EACs what it takes to provide childcare for 
those families who need it most, and what system changes must be made at the 
national and local level to support sustainable delivery.    

 We are working with the EACs to make them a leading source of evidence, data, 
insights and evaluation relating to the impact, approach, and outcomes 
associated with place-based, people-centred systems of childcare. 

 The EACs are closely aligned with our Fairer Future Partnerships work to ensure 
that childcare is aligned with other support services. 

 
Economic Development  
 At the same time as longer-term reform of the skills system, we recognise that 

more immediate action is needed to address shortages in Advanced 
Manufacturing / engineering.  

 Up to £2m has been allocated to develop engineering skills in the Glasgow City 
Region. A package of actions will be developed by the Clyde Maritime Cluster in 
partnership with SDS.  

 A team based within DG Economy are developing further proposals to address 
skills shortages in Advanced Manufacturing sectors. Engagement with sector 
leaders is underway to develop and refine proposals.  
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Economic Development – Green Freeports  
 We are clear that economic development initiatives must take a holistic 

approach, which includes availability of appropriate skills.   
 Accordingly, Green Freeports have been required to develop detailed skills 

plans, including analysis of current and future skills demand and supply, as well 
as plans for addressing identified skills gaps.  

 Both Green Freeports have a particular need for engineering skills – this is 
reflected in their plans, which will be implemented with the help of skills funds 
supported through contributions from beneficiary businesses in Green Freeport 
tax sites.   

 Calum MacPherson, CEO of ICF Green Freeport, might want to provide us with 
more details on the skills plans.  

 
Further education, lifelong learning and career changes  
 Our pledge in the 2024 PfG focuses on improving the information available for 

those of all ages seeking career support, including those leaving education and/ 
or changing careers.   

 As we move to further improve careers support, the Scottish Government will 
work closely with the Careers Services Collaborative. This encompasses 
partners including SDS and DYW as well as representatives of colleges, 
universities, third sector and Community Learning and Development.  

 Skills Development Scotland manages PACE as the Scottish Government’s - 
partnership – response to support those at risk of redundancy.   

 
Employability  
 To grow our economy, we must make full use of our potential workforce and 

remove barriers to employment. Devolved employability services have a pivotal 
role to play by providing support which aims to help people progress towards, 
and into, sustainable fair work.  

 We know that reaching people who are classed as economically inactive 
requires services to do things differently. That is why we are working collectively 
with Local Government, the wider public sector and third sector partners to 
enhance the reach and awareness of the support we provide.  

 Data on the economic status of No One Left Behind participants at start date 
was reported for the first time in October 2023. Overall, most participants joining 
No One Left Behind were unemployed (42,197; 57%); some were already in 
employment (8,609; 12%); and others were economically inactive (14,957; 
20%).  

 As set out in the Programme for Government, we will implement Specialist 
Employability Support for disabled people by Summer 2025 so that more people 
can access secure fulfilling jobs.  
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Fair Work  
 Fair Work helps people from all backgrounds and those with health needs and 

caring responsibilities to access, remain in and progress in work, and helps 
employers access and retain motivated and more productive staff.   

 This in turn helps prevent people already in the workforce from potentially 
leaving and becoming economically inactive.  

 In the absence of employment powers, the Scottish Government is working 
collaboratively with the UK Government on its Make Work Pay agenda, including 
the Employment Rights Bill, which shares many common features with 
Scotland’s Fair Work approach.  

 We are developing, together with employers and with input from others such as 
trade unions, a Fair Work resource hub that will help employers access support, 
guidance and advice on how to implement Fair Work practices from a wide 
range of trusted and expert sources.   

 We expect to launch the first stage of this resource in April and to continue to 
develop and maintain it over time.  

 We are further developing funding to pilot and disseminate innovative 
approaches to helping workers at potential risk of becoming economically 
inactive, such as through promotion of flexible working that can help workers 
balance work with caring and other responsibilities and has particular impact for 
parents and carers (predominantly women) and disabled people.   

 
Justice and Work  
 The Scottish Prison Service and its partners are working to empower individuals 

in our care, as well as employers and partner agencies, to create strong career 
pathways leading to sustainable employment for those leaving prison.   

 By leveraging a multi-disciplinary approach, we will ensure that individuals 
receive the support and tools necessary to reintegrate successfully into the 
community.  

 We intend to work together to create an organised pathway that provides 
individuals with wraparound support prior to and on release, so individuals aren’t 
missing out on employment opportunities due to issues such as housing, 
financial support, or personal identity documentation.  

 SPS intends to upskill prisoners where possible prior to release, giving them the 
skills to find, gain, and sustain employment.  
 

Health and Work  
 Good and fair work benefits good health, and good health and wellbeing creates 

healthy and more productive workplaces. The opposite is also the case.  
 Both government and employers have key roles to play, together with other 

important stakeholders such as the health care sector, employability providers, 
occupational therapists and other allied health professionals.  

 Around a third of all inactive people report a disability or long term health 
condition.  
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 We therefore need to make sure that effective preventative support is in place if 

someone develops a disability or their condition gets worse, or fluctuates, while 
they are in employment, to stop them from falling out of employment and into 
economic inactivity.   

 We are in the process of developing a long term population health framework 
and a Health and Work Action plan, which aims to support that move to a 
preventative approach and minimise economic inactivity 

 Strengthening the connections between this and the cross government 
Economic Inactivity Action Plan. 

 
Mental Health  
 There is a higher risk of unemployment amongst those with mental health 

issues, and mental health issues are a significant factor in the cause of 
economic inactivity for those with long-term health conditions.  

 There is a specific focus on mental health and employability within the Mental 
Health and Wellbeing Delivery Plan.  

 We are working in collaboration across the Scottish Government and with 
external stakeholders to ensure that mental health and wellbeing support is 
provided as part of a holistic package of support within employability services.  

 This has included working with COSLA, the Improvement Service and Local 
Employability Partnerships to better understand the mental health needs of 
clients accessing employability services and consider what further mental health 
and wellbeing support may be needed to help them return to work.  

 We are also taking forward actions to support employers to promote good mental 
health at work and help more people to remain in work.  

 Our ‘Supporting a Mentally Healthy Workplace: National Learning Network for 
Employers’ brings together employers of all sizes and across all sectors to share 
learning and experiences of supporting mental health and wellbeing in the 
workplace.   

 Over 800 people from a wide range of employers, across all sectors, are now 
engaged with the network, which meets on a quarterly basis.  

 
Unpaid Carers  
 We recognise the importance of care – including childcare, adult social care and 

unpaid care – in underpinning Scotland’s economy, tackling inequalities and 
enabling participation in the labour market.   

 It is crucial that carers are supported in their caring role, that they can sustain 
and improve their own health and wellbeing, and that they are supported to have 
a life alongside caring - including paid work.  

 Supporting carers to enter or stay in work brings vital benefits to carers, 
employers and the economy, which is why our National Carers Strategy 
specifically considers the importance of all employers being positive about carers 
in the workforce.  

 This includes our commitment to fund and promote the Carer Positive employer 
accreditation scheme.  
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Social Security  
 Scottish social security is an investment in the people of Scotland and 

demonstrates our national mission to end child poverty and our commitment to 
help low-income families with their living costs, support older people and unpaid 
carers, and enable disabled people to live full and independent lives.   

 This includes enabling them to make a full and active contribution to the 
economy in line with their wider circumstances through paid and unpaid work 
and provision of unpaid care.  

 
Examples of Regional Growth Deals address poverty and inequality 
 
 The Edinburgh and South East Scotland City Regional Deal includes the 

Integrated Regional Employability & Skills (IRES) Programme. 
o Bringing together schools, colleges, universities, employers, social 

enterprises and 3rd sector organisations to tailor support to help individuals 
into employment.  

o Since 2019, the Programme has delivered well over eight thousand job 
outcomes, as well as 336,000 skills improvements.  

 The Stirling and Clackmannanshire City Region Deal features of range of 
dedicated skills/employability support programmes targeting typically excluded 
demographics.  
o Including the Flexible Skills Project, which provides support targeting those 

facing exclusion and developing wider opportunities for learning from early 
years for 500 people.  

o The Inclusion Workers and Investment Fund, which provides funding for 
Inclusion Workers who provide tailored employability support to 245 people 
and excluded groups, providing supported access to opportunities and 
removal of barriers.   

 The Moray Growth Deal, provides numerous interventions to address poverty 
and inequality.  
o The Deal aims to attract young people (16-29 yrs) and families to live and 

work in the area.  
o It also targets the occupational segregation and gender inequality in 

employment, including the significant gender pay gap and under-
employment issues for women.  

o It will create new high-quality jobs in existing sectors and diversify the 
region’s economy into new high value areas.  

o Specifically, the Deal’s Early Years STEM project entered delivery November 
2024, and will create learning hubs as a means of breaking down barriers to 
STEM in young people. 
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Annex G 
Drop off / Pick up location 
 
 
Edinburgh Futures Institute doesn’t have parking.  They suggest passengers can be 
dropped off on Nightingale Way, where there is a loading bay next to the West 
entrance to the building.  Marked on the map below  
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Introduction
 Economic inactivity is a broad term used to measure people who are not in work but are not unemployed. It can be a 

positive choice (i.e. studying or retiring) but can also be a negative outcome (long-term sick).

Characteristics of economically inactive in Scotland
 The highest prevalence of inactivity is among young people aged 16-24, however around 77% of those inactive are in 

full-time education. Stripping out those studying, the 50-64 age group accounts for the largest proportion of inactivity 
(around 53%). 

 Long-term sickness has been the main, and rising, reason for someone being economically inactive (33.5%). Other 
reasons include: students (24.0%); looking after family/home (16.5%); retired (14.4%) and other (9.0%).

 Long-term sickness or disability is the main reason for economic inactivity for men (35.4% in Jan-Dec 2023) and women 
(28.6%). Previously up until 2020-21, the main reason for women’s inactivity was looking after family/home.

 There is significant variation in economic inactivity rates across Scotland, with some areas having rates less than 15% 
while others have a rate of over 25%. Local Authorities with higher unemployment rates typically have higher rates of 
economic inactivity. 

Overview of Scotland’s performance
 Compared to OECD countries, Scotland is mid-ranking with a lower inactivity rate than both the EU and OECD average 

but significantly higher than Scandinavian countries, Ireland and the Netherlands.
 Scotland had a similar inactivity rate to England and Wales between 2012 and 2015, but has been above since 2016, 

with the gap widening further during COVID. 
 The widening of the economic inactivity gap with England and Wales since 2015 is mostly explained by Scotland’s 

larger share of people inactive for long-term sickness and disability.

Summary (1) 



Returning to work
 The majority of people who are economically inactive do not want to work. Those who do want to work has remained relatively 

constant over time but has decreased in recent years, falling to 16.4% (or 133,200) in Oct 2023-Sep 2024. 
 Of those who want to work, they are mainly inactive due to long-term sickness, caring or “other”, not those who have retired.
 The economically inactive are much further from employment compared to those unemployed, with a 1 in 13 likelihood of 

returning to work compared to 1 in 3 for those unemployed. 
 Among those economically inactive, the closest to employment are: those not disabled; women; younger; racial minorities; 

and highly skilled. Those furthest from employment are: disabled; men; older people; and white ethnicity.
 ONS analysis highlights that having a disability is the most significant factor affecting the chances of return to work. A longer 

length of time out of work reduces the chances of entering work again. A higher unemployment rate in the area was a 
significant negative factor, detracting from someone’s changes of entering work. 

 Having a higher qualification boosts a person’s chances of finding work. 

Determinants of economic activity
 The drivers of inactivity can be grouped in terms of societal factors and individual level factors. Societal factors include:

discrimination in recruitment; impact of benefits; and local economic conditions. Individual level factors include: low self-
confidence; emotional factors; health; choice; and identity. 

Evidence on what works and targeting interventions
 Previous literature reviews indicated that policies in the following areas may reduce inactivity: employment incentives and 

support; employment support system and outreach; improving human capital (skills and training) and stimulating 
entrepreneurship. 

 Recent reviews of international experience suggest that early intervention to support people at risk of leaving work due to 
health problems is key to improving outcomes.

Summary (2) 
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The economic outlook is improving although challenges remain. In the three months to December 2024 
GDP is estimated to have remained flat (0.0% change) compared to the previous three-month period. 
Business surveys suggest softening optimism, but some signs that weakening Scottish consumer sentiment 
is picking up.

Labour market indicators appear resilient, despite economic challenges: There were 2.46 million 
payrolled employees in Scotland in January 2025: 5,000 more than December 2024 but 2,000 less than 
January 2024. In October to December 2024, Scotland’s employment rate was 74.2%: up 0.9 p.p. over the 
quarter and up 0.7 p.p. annually. 

Recruitment activity has been slowing, but some employers continue to face staff shortages. BICS 
data indicate 22.6% of businesses in Scotland experienced a shortage of workers in February 2025: up from 
21.1% in the same month last year.

Unemployment is relatively low by historic standards. Scotland’s Claimant Count unemployment rate 
was 3.8% in January 2025 (4.6% for the UK), while the most recent LFS release (for October to December
2024) estimated the unemployment rate was around 3.8%. 

Encouraging greater economic participation among the ‘economically inactive’ helps increase labour 
supply over the longer term.

Scotland’s Recent Labour Market Experience



 ‘Economic Inactivity’ is the broad term used to measure people who are not in work, but are not 
‘unemployed’: they have not been seeking work within the last four weeks or they are unable to start work 
in the next two weeks. 

 People can be economically inactive for a range of reasons: 
 ‘Students’ – in education
 ‘Looking after family or home’ – e.g. looking after young children
 Temporary sickness
 Long term sickness or disability
 Retirement among people who are working age
 ‘Discouraged’ workers (who are not looking for work because they believe no jobs are available)
 ‘Other’ can include people who (i) are waiting the results of a job application, (ii) have not yet started 

looking for work, (iii) do not need or want employment. 

 Economic inactivity can be a positive choice, but can also be a negative outcome.

What is ‘economic inactivity’?



Who are the economically inactive?

• Inactivity also differs across groups, but long-
term sickness is a common issue.

• The highest prevalence of inactivity is among 
young people aged 16-24, which has been 
gradually increasing over time. In 2023, 75.6% of 
inactive 16–24-year-olds were estimated to be in full-
time education. This age group comprises around 
11% of inactive people in Scotland. 

• Inactivity for older people (50-64) increased 
slightly during the pandemic and persisted post-
pandemic, but the current rate is closer to pre-
pandemic levels. Long term sickness or disability is 
the main reason for inactivity among those aged 50-
64.

• Long-term sickness or disability is the 
main reason for economic inactivity for 
men (35.4% in Jan-Dec 2023) and women 
(28.6%). Previously up until 2020-21, the main 
reason for women’s inactivity was looking after 
family/home (now 24.0% of inactive women).

Source: Annual Population Survey, January to December 2023, ONS



Why do people say they are economically inactive in Scotland?

Student, 194,600

Looking after family/home, 133,500

Temp sick, 20,900

Long-term sick, 271,600

Retired, 116,500

Other, 68,900 Discourage…

Reasons for Economic Inactivity (16-64 years), October 2023 – September 2024, Scotland
Total Estimated Economically Inactive: 810,000

Source: Annual Population Survey, October 2023 to September 2024, ONS



Around one fifth of inactive would like to work, mainly in long term 
sickness, caring, and ‘other’ – not retired

Long-term sick

Does not want a job, 225,000

Wants a job, 46,600

Looking after family/home

Does not want a job, 106,500

Wants a job, 27,000

Other

Does not want a job, 45,600
Wants a job, 

23,400

Retired

Does not want a job, 
115,500

Student

Does not want a job, 168,200

Wants a job, 26,400 Does not … Wants …

Temporary sick

Does not want 
a job, 14,300

Want
s a 

job, 
6,700

Reasons for Economic Inactivity (16-64 years), October 2023 – September 2024, Scotland



Source: Economic inactivity by local authority; Economic activity unemployment by local authority, Scotland’s 
Census 2022, NRS

Unemployment rate versus economic inactivity rate by local 
authority, Scotland, 2022 census

How does economic inactivity vary across Scotland?

• There are varying economic inactivity rates 
across Scotland.

• Data from the 2022 census estimates that 
Shetland (14.9%) had the lowest economic 
inactivity rate of all 32 LAs, while Glasgow City 
had the highest (30.2%). The overall rate for 
Scotland was 23.3%.

• The LAs with the highest economic inactivity 
rates:
o Glasgow City (30.2%)
o Dundee City (28.2%)
o Inverclyde (26.2%)

• Local Authorities with higher unemployment rates 
typically have higher rates of economic inactivity.

• Opportunities for employment, or low chances of 
employment, could be a driver of why people in 
some regions are unlikely to return to work.

• Demographics of different regions will also affect 
the rates at which people return to work.



How does Scotland compare internationally?

 Scotland is currently ‘mid-ranking’ on overall economic inactivity rates and is below the EU and OECD averages.

 However, the economic inactivity rate is higher than in the Scandinavian countries, Ireland, and the Netherlands.
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How has economic inactivity changed over time?
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How has the composition of economic inactivity changed over time?

Reasons for Economic Inactivity (16-64 years), 
October 2004-September 2005 to October 2023-September 2024, Scotland

Source: Annual Population Survey, October to September datasets, ONS



Scotland has a persistently higher population share who are 
inactive because of long term sickness or disability. 

1 in 13 of Scotland’s 16-64 population are long term sick or disabled, compared to around 1 in 17 of E&W.
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The inactive are much less likely to enter work than the unemployed 

Distance to employment is measured by the likelihood of someone 
returning to work. The higher the likelihood of returning to work, the 
closer one is to employment.

Longitudinal data in Scotland suggests the economically inactive are 
much further from employment when compared to the unemployed.

Among the economically inactive, those closest to employment are: not 
disabled; women; younger; racialised minorities, and the highly skilled.

Among the economically inactive, those furthest from employment are: 
disabled; men; older people; and people of white ethnicity. 

The ONS have also, separately, looked at the likelihood of people who 
are out of work (i.e. both unemployed and inactive) moving into work. 
Key findings include –

• Having a disability is the most significant factor affecting chances of 
return to work. 

• A longer length of time out of work reduces the chances of entering 
work again. 

• A higher unemployment rate in the area was a significant negative 
factor, detracting from someone’s chances of entering work. 

• Having higher qualifications boosts a person’s chances of finding 
work. 

Likelihood of returning to work from inactivity (Scotland, 2020 to 2021)

Source: Longitudinal APS, Excludes retired and students
Note: Blue lines express the likelihood of moving into employment from Inactivity
*indicates data should be used with some caution as based on a relatively small sample 
size

1 in  16 
1 in  6 *

1 in  14 
1 in  8 *

1 in  23 

1 in  3 *

1 in  44 *
1 in  5 

1 in  22 
1 in  10 

1 in  13 

1 in  3 
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Below degree
Degree and above

Quals

White
Minority ethnic

Ethnicity

12+
less than 12

Duration (mths)

Disabled
Not Disabled

Disability

Men
Women

Sex

Inactive
All inactive below

Unemployed

Office for National Statistics (ONS) Statistical Analysis 
The ONS has produced a paper and analysis on “unemployment scarring”: Which groups find it hardest to find a job following a period out of work? - Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) This looks at longitudinal data from the Labour 
Force Survey and contains analysis for Scotland. The analysis estimates the likelihood of returning to work the quarter following a period out of work and provides odds ratios and average marginal effects for a selection of indicators.



• Discrimination in recruitment
o Age
o Disability
o Race
o Mothers with young children
o People with convictions or in recovery

• Interactions within welfare systems
o Limited recent research on 

intergenerational worklessness
o Recent literature (E&W) on interaction 

between unemployment benefit conditions 
and incapacity benefits?

• Local economic conditions

• Low self-confidence, as a result of 
discrimination, negative attitudes and 
behaviours

• Emotional factors e.g. wanting to look after 
grandchildren

• Health – reason for exit, worried about impact 
of work if they return, ‘starting again’ if can’t 
return to previous employment area

• Choice – positive, either can afford to or willing 
to live more frugally to enable it

• Identity – employment must fit with 
philosophical beliefs, mothers who choose to 
stay at home

Societal Factors Individual level factorsCan shape

Previous examination of evidence suggested that drivers for economic activity are diverse, but could be grouped into ‘societal’ and 
‘individual’ level factors. The impact of these factors differ across different population groups, and in some cases also intersect. In 
addition to societal and individual drivers of inactivity, there will be barriers to activity – i.e. difficulties which hinder people from 
entering work. 

Evidence suggests some groupings for various drivers of inactivity 



Possible interventionsType of measures
• Working time legislation. Many countries, including the UK, have implemented limits on the number of hours people can work. In some 

countries, this now includes an employee ‘right to disconnect’. Reductions in working hours with retained salary has been shown to be effective 
at improving some indicators of wellbeing, but evidence on the effectiveness of legislation is mixed. 

• Employer incentives to improve practice. Interventions such as grants and subsidies for employers to adopt good practice can have a 
positive impact, but can also be contingent, for example on inclusive decision making processes. 

• Industry-focused initiatives. Programmes targeted at specific industries, for example encouraging employers to share good practice, can 
bring small to moderate improvements.

Measures to ensure 
healthy work

• Occupational Health (OH) services. OH delivery models vary by country in terms of who delivers them (for example, in-house or external 
physicians) and whether employers are mandated to provide them. Countries with a more integrated policy framework around workforce health 
tend to have higher OH coverage.

• Sickness pay. In several European countries, statutory sick pay is linked to an individual’s wages, unlike the UK’s fixed-rate system. These
models tend to provide a higher rate of income replacement than in the UK. 

• Rehabilitation and workplace adjustments. Unlike the UK, various European countries provide active support to help workers transition back 
into employment after sickness absence. Evidence does not appear to be conclusive on the effectiveness of this type of intervention.

Measures to help people 
with ill health and 
disabilities stay in work

• Anti-discrimination laws. There is little evidence that these kinds of laws improve the likelihood of disabled people being in work.
• Mandated employment quotas. Some countries apply even stronger legislation, requiring employers to meet quotas for hiring disabled 

workers. Evidence here is mixed, pointing to some positive impact, but also unintended consequences such as increased stigma.
• Workplace adjustments. Successful systems focus on aspects of job quality, such as flexibility in how a job is performed, and expand 

access to adjustments to lower-paid workers. 
• Employer incentives for hiring disabled workers. Employment subsidies are present in some European countries, but evidence on their 

effectiveness in supporting entry into the open labour market is mixed. 

Measures to help people 
move out of economic 
inactivity and get into 
work 

The recent Institute for Employment Studies review of work and health policies between the UK and other European countries suggested a mixed 
evidence base on effectiveness, but emphasised that early intervention to support people at risk of leaving work due to health problems is key to 
improving outcomes. The main findings are summarised below: 

Evidence on ‘what works’ to reduce health-related economic inactivity is mixed…



Possible interventionsPolicy area
Employer incentives:
• Wage subsidies/tax incentives –reimbursing part of the employee salary or other financial support to employers
• Employer bonus for recruiting inactive people/people from particular groups.
• Employer grants for workplace adjustments for disabled people or people with health problems.
Employee:
• Improving access to flexible work arrangements.
• Improving access to childcare
• Providing in-work support (financial incentives to make work more attractive).
• Other financial incentives (e.g. removal of early retirement schemes to encourage older workers to remain in 

employment).

Employment 
incentives and 
support

• Improving policy integration – aligning services to reduce the full range of barriers that keep people away from the labour 
market.

• Campaigns to identify the economically inactive and encourage them into work.
• Providing case management services that focus on building employability and motivation to work.
• Addressing individual’s often complex needs, through counselling and client-centred guidance.

Employment support 
system and outreach

• Skills development programmes targeted at specific groups e.g. young people.
• Upskilling opportunities (particularly relevant for older workers). 
• Assistance in job searches and establishing job assistance programmes for inactive groups
• Provide a world class, professionally led, aligned and flexible system of career information, advice and guidance services 

which delivers for everyone.

Improving human 
capital – skills and 
training

• Advice and education on how to start a business.
• Providing financial incentives to help potential entrepreneurs implement their business idea.

Stimulating 
entrepreneurship

Previous evidence reviews suggested policy interventions from other countries –
but evidence on effectiveness may be mixed.
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 Kate Forbes MSP, Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Economy and 

Gaelic (Chair) 
 Neil Craik-Collins, DYW, Midlothian Council 
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 James Fowlie, COSLA 
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 Paul Johnston, Public Health Scotland 
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 Louisa Macdonell, Business in the Community 
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 Richard Meade, Carers UK 
 Andrew Ritchie, DYW, Aberdeenshire Council 
 Barry White, NSET Delivery Board co-chair 
 
Official support: [redacted, S.38(1)(b)] (SG); [redacted, S.38(1)(b)] (private office) 
 
Agenda 
 

1. Welcome and opening remarks – Deputy First Minister 
2. Economic context – overview of evidence – Chief Economist 
3. Discussion 1 – review of current interventions and draft action plan 
4. Break 
5. Discussion 2 – identifying and prioritising impactful actions 
6. Conclusion and next steps – Deputy First Minister 

 
Agenda item 1 – welcome and opening remarks 
 
 DFM noted that, with unemployment low, economic inactivity is one of her main 

priorities to increase the workforce and boost economic growth.  
 With skills essential to the four SG priorities, there are immediate interventions 

that can be taken forward, for example in advanced manufacturing or in preparing 
people in prison for employment. 

 DFM highlighted engagement through the New Deal for Business and Public 
Health Scotland’s work on the Healthy Working Lives website. 

 DFM urged participants to identify additional interventions that cross-government 
work could focus on for each cohort or transition point in the draft action plan. 

 
 



Agenda item 2 – economic context 
 
 GG referred to the detailed slide pack shared in advance and highlighted: 

o recruitment issues for businesses 
o potential benefits to individuals and the wider economy 
o differences in types of inactivity and potential movement between categories 

 The transition points in the draft action plan can support structured pathways for 
people at crucial stages within a joined-up, whole-system approach. 

 A range of factors affect the ability of those furthest from the labour market to 
move towards employment, such as: health, length of time out of work, location, 
skills, care provision, social security and the role of employers. 

 
Agenda item 3 – review of current interventions and draft action plan 
 
Employability 
 The No One Left Behind approach to employability support is person-centred and 

delivered locally, with 1-year data beginning to come through.  
 This will inform how to further improve connections to other services and 

specialist providers, such as health, or with local employer networks. 
 A potential action is for employability services to better match people to 

apprenticeships. 
 
Education and training  
 There is potential for integration of programmes across S3 to age 24 and into 

adult education so pathways to work connect with labour market needs. 
 Examples given of growing demand for Foundation Apprenticeships, with both 

college and local authority-led programmes having high completion rates, 
demonstrating improvements in attendance, engagement and behaviour. There 
are also positive impacts on mental health for young people. 

 There are impressive impacts in terms of sustained positive destinations, 
including for the most vulnerable young people. 

 [redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
 The 2024 OECD report ‘Innovation in Career Pathways across Five Countries’ 

advocates a systemic approach and makes recommendations on provision. 
 Some industries are strong on supporting apprenticeships and vocational 

training, but other areas can develop this, for example health. 
 
Health 
 The health challenge is central. Much ill health is preventable and there are 

connections to wider work on reducing waiting lists and times. 
 Public Health Scotland is involved in partnership work between the Institute for 

Health Equity and three regions in Scotland (Aberdeen City, North Ayrshire, 
South Lanarkshire) – Collaboration for Health Equity (CHES).  

 This is based on local leadership and informed by data, with a role for 
engagement with the private sector to support employment as a key “protector” 
factor in good health. 

 NHS Scotland is partnering with One Parent Scotland to support economically 
inactive parents – [redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)]. Overcoming these is 
challenging but achievable. 



 Different approaches will help different priority family groups, for example 
disabled people and single parents need different interventions and support. 

 We can learn from initiatives working at local level and for individual people. 
 
Care 
 Ill health results in greater need for care provision, with a risk of people becoming 

ill through trying to balance employment and caring responsibilities.  
 28% of carers live in poverty and there are also long-term impacts for economic 

security e.g. pensions. 
 The increasing amount of time people spend providing unpaid care means 

they are less able to enter employment, need to reduce hours or receive a lower 
wage - and this affects mainly women. 

 Understanding the data in detail is critical, for example disabled people will be 
part of the categories of unpaid carers, students, long-term ill – there are overlaps 
between and within categories and individual people might require multiple 
interventions or means of support. 

 Feedback from carers and Strathclyde University research indicates that unpaid 
carers do not feel employability services meet their needs. [redacted S.29(1)(a), 
S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 

 
Role of business 
 Supportive employers and flexible working practices can help remove 

barriers for carers; [redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)]. 
 It is essential to improve employers’ confidence, knowledge and ability to provide 

support at work (“employer-ability”). Inclusion Scotland is building expertise. 
 Suggestions for practical actions include: 

o placing apprenticeships within disabled people’s organisations 
o supporting disabled people to take up volunteering opportunities 

 Employers face pressures of rising costs and small businesses with no HR 
department are struggling.  

 However, small businesses are often best for people far from the labour market 
to work in because posts can be shaped around their needs and circumstances. 

 Employers need help to be ready to receive people entering or re-entering 
employment after a period of inactivity. Community Jobs Scotland used to 
perform such a function. 

 Specifically, guidance on: 
o how to manage and support people coming into their workforce while 

ensuring fairness for existing employees 
o retraining/upskilling workers in order to retain them or help them progress. 

 Previous programmes such as the WISE Group and Fair Start Scotland offer 
sources of learning.  

 Mentoring for individuals needing support can be crucial, as well as 
counselling to help with other needs e.g. housing for people leaving prison. 

 Actions need to be developed with employers. Business in the Community 
produced several relevant reports in 2024: 
o Opening Doors: What Works Report - Business in the Community 
o Prioritise People: The Next Step Report  - Business in the Community 
o Workwell Self-Assessment Tool (SAT): Insights Report - Business in the 

Community 



o The Age at Work End of Programme Report - Business in the Community 
 Government needs to work collectively, rather than within departments, to 

address the actual barriers employers and individual people experience – for 
example contracts that stipulate an employee cannot take on other work. 

 
Additional comments 
 [redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
 Interventions should be crafted on a regional basis because the challenge is 

different in different places. For example in the Highlands childcare and transport 
are acute needs. 

 There will necessarily be trade-offs between short and long-term measures as 
well as medium and high impact actions. For example, changes to bus services 
in Greater Manchester were long-term interventions that had a high impact. 

 
Agenda item 4 – identifying and prioritising impactful actions 
 
 DFM invited participants to focus on short-term interventions that can be 

implemented quickly, even if they would have smaller immediate impact - with a 
view to supporting long-term change. 

 
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)]  
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
 
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
 
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
 
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)]  
[redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
 
Agenda item 5 – conclusion and next steps 
 
 DFM reminded participants that the draft plan should not be shared as it is still 

under development, and acknowledged the sustained effort being undertaken 
across the areas involved. 

 The intended output from this work is not a published strategy but a few 
immediate actions that can be implemented and have an impact in the short term 
i.e. in a 6-9 month period. 

 DFM asked participants to submit a small number of concrete, deliverable, short-
term actions that do not have significant cost. 

 We would also welcome relevant data and evidence to deepen our 
understanding. 

 SG officials will arrange follow-up meetings with individuals to go into some 
specific points raised in the discussion. 

 The DFM also asked participants to keep engaging and indicated that this group 
will meet again at an appropriate point in the future. 

 [redacted S.29(1)(a), S.30(b)(i), S.30(c)] 
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Speaking Note / Opening Remarks 
 

(Word Count 1078 – 6.7 mins ) 

Introduction 

Thank you for joining me today at the Edinburgh Futures 

Institute. We are here to discuss economic inactivity, and how 

we can work together across portfolios and sectors to tackle 

this challenge, improve outcomes for individuals and boost 

economic growth. 

 

Labour market participation 

 

Our labour market remains tight and businesses continue to 

report shortages in key areas. At the same time there are 

people who are currently not able to utilise the skills they have 

or who are not engaged with the labour market. 

 

Enabling people to move towards, enter or remain in 

employment will help boost productivity, increase public 

spending power and contribute to eradicating poverty, including 

child poverty, as we know increasing household income is one 

of the main routes out of poverty. 
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The high number of people out of work and not looking for work 

is a challenge across the UK and internationally. However, in 

Scotland it has been stubbornly high for a number of years. 

 

In 2022, the National Strategy for Economic Transformation 

committed to address this challenge and the 2024 Programme 

for Government sets out some of the specific actions we are 

taking across portfolios. 

 

Of course it is right to be led by the data and evidence tells us 

that long term sickness or disability is the main reason given by 

people for economic inactivity. That is why the Programme for 

Government identifies as priority actions improving access to 

health and work services and introducing specialist 

employability support for disabled people.   

 

However, there is more we can and need to do. We want to 

work with all partners to identify and take actions that will have 

meaningful impact. 
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Maintaining a good relationship with business to drive 

successful policy development and delivery is a key aim of the 

New Deal for Business. Labour market participation was one of 

the policy areas identified by that group for early engagement. 

 

Health and Work 

That engagement has been invaluable in highlighting some key 

themes related to health and work, such as raising awareness 

and accessibility of available support in the workplace, as well 

as education and training, and supporting flexible working 

arrangements. 

 

A direct output of this is the improvements to Public Health 

Scotland’s Healthy Working Lives website with redeveloped 

content and direct referrals to Working Health Services 

Scotland support.. 

  

At the same time Working Health Services Scotland have 

expanded opening hours, improved cooperation between 

health boards and opened up referrals from individuals and 

employers. 

 

These changes are just a starting point, laying the foundations 

for a strong support offer for both employers and employees 
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alongside development of a medium to long-term health and 

work action plan. I am grateful to Paul [Johnston] and his team 

at Public Health Scotland for their contribution to this.   

 

We intend to engage further on this, and specifically it is 

important that we are able to understand the impact and how it 

interacts with a suite of interventions and support.  

 
Action plan approach 

Although action on health and work is vital, we know a 

coordinated system-wide approach is required. We must work 

across boundaries to improve outcomes for people at all stages 

of life to drive and sustain long term change.  

 

A good example of this is the work underway between 

Economy and Skills officials, developing proposals to address 

skills shortages in Advanced Manufacturing sectors. 

Engagement with sector leaders is underway to refine these. 

 

National level data is useful to see the scale of the challenge. 

However, it doesn’t provide the detail on what specific support 

people need in their local area and how actions can be targeted 

or carefully designed to make the most difference. 
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Officials have been working across government to identify 

transition points at various stages of life where a person may 

be at risk of becoming inactive or, with the right support, be 

encouraged and equipped to re-enter the labour market. 

 

What this approach allows us to do is narrow down on specific 

groups of people, driven by the available data, and identify 

potential actions to support people at those transition points. 

 

In advance of our meeting today you will have received a slide 

pack of data and evidence alongside a draft of the outline 

action plan.   

 

This action plan is developing at pace and is initially focussed 

on what we can do over the next 12 months or so to drive 

change across the different transition points. However, I am 

mindful that we also need to have regard for the long-term 

changes we need to work towards and I hope we can capture 

that as well. 
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We don’t intend this to be a finished, published plan. We want 

to retain flexibility to stop something if it is not delivering the 

required impact and on the other hand to bring new areas or 

actions in as the landscape changes or if new data points in a 

particular direction. 

 

Conclusion 

There are no quick fixes to tackling inactivity. It requires system 

wide coordination and actions in the short and medium-term 

alongside long-term thinking. We are committed to working 

differently to make the change that is needed here.  

 

Of course, government can’t solve these challenges alone. 

That is why I am pleased that you are here today. The insight 

and perspectives of the people in this room are key and I’m 

here to listen and discuss how we can continue to work 

together to make progress on this agenda. 

 

There are three themes I would like to discuss today: 

 A review of current action we are taking to tackle inactivity; 

 What other ideas can we generate to try in Scotland, 

perhaps drawing on experience elsewhere; and 

 Which impactful actions should we focus our resources on 

as early priorities. 
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Accessibility 

 

To make this meeting as accessible as possible, we have a 

palantypist joining us online, who will provide speech to text 

notes for members who require it. These notes will not form 

part of the formal minute of this meeting and are for 

accessibility purposes only. 

 

Can I please ask members that only one person should speak 

at a time, and to speak clearly and to the wider room with a 

pause between speakers? 

 

We will also have a ten minute break halfway through the 

meeting.  

 

I’d now like to pass over to Gary Gillespie, Chief Economist at 

the Scottish Government to give a brief summary of the 

information and evidence pack you received earlier this week. 
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