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Executive Summary 
 

Families with a disabled member are more likely to be in poverty. 
This is particularly true for families where an adult is disabled. Overall, 
42% of children in relative poverty in 2017-20 were in a family with at 
least one disabled person. Around three-quarters of these are also in at 
least one other priority group for tackling child poverty.  
 
Being in work is not enough to stay out of poverty – around two-fifths of 
children in relative poverty with a disabled family member have at least 
one parent in work. Still, disabled parents are far less likely to be 
employed compared to non-disabled parents, and those who are 
employed tend to work less hours. Disabled parents are more likely to 
be underemployed, in terms of both hours and skills. For many disabled 
parents, or parents with a disabled family member, their health needs 
or caring responsibilities mean that it is not realistic for them to 
undertake employment. However many who are not currently in 
employment would like to be – but they face significant barriers to 
accessing employment. These include difficulties with transport, 
inaccessible job adverts and application processes, discrimination, lack 
of flexible working, lack of adequate support and effects on benefits. 
 
Gaining skills and qualifications is a key step to finding and 
maintaining well-paid work as an adult. However disabled parents are 
much more likely to have low or no qualifications. Disabled pupils tend 
to have lower attendance at school and are more likely to be excluded.  
 
The availability of high-quality, flexible and affordable services such as 
childcare and transport are important enablers for parents to access 
employment – as well as reducing costs of living. Families with long-
term conditions find it harder to afford childcare. Some prefer to use 
informal childcare, while for others formal childcare that can meet their 
children’s needs is not available. Disabled adults in low-income families 
have similar levels of transport satisfaction to non-disabled adults, but 
families with a disabled member do face specific transport barriers.  
 
It is generally recognised that disabled people face higher costs of 
living than non-disabled people. Extra costs may include specialist 
equipment and home adaptations, specialist therapies, specialist toys 
and play equipment, paid-for care and increased transport and energy 
costs. Poverty rates do not generally account for this, but when 
disability benefits (designed to compensate for additional costs) are 
subtracted from household incomes, child poverty rates for children in 
households with a disabled person rise sharply. Levels of 
unmanageable debt are small but comparable between households 
with disabled members and those without, but families where someone 
has a long-term condition are less likely to have savings. 
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Social security is a complex picture between devolved and reserved 
agencies. We know that disabled families experience a range of 
difficulties with benefits currently delivered by the UK social security 
system. These include a lack of advice and support, lack of trust in the 
system, and a complex, inflexible or unsuitable application process. 
Scottish Government is currently working to address these problems for 
when disability benefits begin being delivered in Scotland. Due to their 
additional reliance on benefits, families with a disabled member are 
disproportionally impacted by cuts or changes to eligibility criteria in 
benefits or support services. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has had wide-ranging impacts on disabled 
people’s lives, beyond the significant direct and indirect health and 
wellbeing impacts. The pandemic appears to have had a worse impact 
on disabled people’s employment – exacerbating pre-existing barriers 
for some people – and school closures have been particularly 
challenging for families with a disabled member. Many low-income 
families with disabled children feel that formal and informal support for 
their children has decreased since the pandemic began. Overall, these 
families seem to have been disproportionally exposed to negative 
financial impacts, and food insecurity has been exacerbated. 
 
There is no single obvious lever for tackling child poverty among 
disabled families, with each individual family’s circumstances being 
highly unique and requiring a tailored package to meet their needs. 
However, stability combined with flexibility in work, care, support and 
income packages appears to be key.  
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Introduction 
 
Families with a disabled adult or child are a priority group for tackling child poverty in 
Scotland, as evidence suggests that they are more likely to be in poverty.1 
 
This paper presents the latest data on the child poverty targets and includes further 
evidence on the drivers of child poverty amongst this priority group.2 To provide a 
richer picture of the lived and living experience of these families and to begin to fill 
some key data gaps, existing evidence identified was complemented with qualitative 
interviews with parents in this priority group. The interview data helped us begin to 
better understand some key evidence gaps (with particularly rich findings around 
employment, childcare and financial support) as well as supporting findings in 
existing evidence (around barriers to employment, the importance of flexible work, 
school support for disabled pupils, living costs, and social security). Findings around 
transport and adult education were more limited. Details on the methods can be 
found in Annex A. 
 
To keep the report simple, we refer to low-income households with children and at 
least one disabled member, either adult and/or child as ‘low-income disabled 
families’. By low-income, we mean families who fall into the bottom three deciles of 
annual household income. 
 

What does ‘disabled’ mean? 
 
Being disabled is defined in the Equality Act 2010 as having: 
 

‘a long-term limiting mental or physical health condition, that has a 
substantial negative effect on your ability to do normal daily activities that 
has lasted, or is expected to last, more than 12 months. The key 
elements of this definition are that there is a long-lasting health condition 
and that this condition limits daily activity’.  
 

This two-stage definition is used in most large-scale surveys in Scotland. The first 
part of the question asks participants if they have a long-term illness or health 
condition that is expected to last more than 12 months. Participants are then asked 
whether this condition limits their day to day activity, by ‘a lot’, ‘a little’, or not at 
all. The definition of disabled as having a long-term condition that limits daily activity 
either ‘a lot’ or ‘a little’ is used for the majority of the quantitative data included within 
this report. Where a different definition is used, this is noted. 
 
However, not everyone who meets this definition of being disabled identifies 
themselves using this term. This includes some of our research participants. 
 
This report adopts the social model of disability, which was developed by disabled 
people. Unlike the medical model, which sees an individual as disabled by their 
impairment, the social model views disability as caused by the barriers society 
creates, such as negative attitudes and inaccessible buildings, transport and 
communication. The aim, then, is to remove these barriers. However, as the social 
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model is seldom used in the context of survey-based data collection, statistics using 
this definition are limited.  
 
There is a wide variety of forms of impairment, and disabled people have very 
different experiences and encounter different barriers. This report therefore tries to 
distinguish between the experiences of people with different forms of impairment 
where possible.  
 
Not all disabled people will have an 
official medical diagnosis for their 
impairment, and some may experience 
additional barriers from the fact that their 
impairments are ‘invisible’ and they are 
not therefore recognised by others as 
being disabled.  
 
In many cases, data sources ask only if the respondent is disabled, and not whether 
they live with any other disabled adults or children. This can make it harder to 
identify disabled parents and parents of disabled children. 

  

I think everyone’s looking at me 
because he looks like an average kid, 

not in a wheelchair, not acting strangely 
just looks like throwing himself on the 

floor and having a meltdown. 
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Demographics – What We Know about Disabled 
Families 
 
Around a third of all families in Scotland include at least one disabled member.3 Most 
likely the disabled person will be an adult (27% of families), but 11% of families 
include a disabled child, and in one in twenty families (6%) both an adult and a child 
are disabled. Just under a fifth (18%) of parents in Scotland are disabled.4 
 
Disabled people have very different experiences and encounter different barriers 
depending on their impairments. Mental health, respiratory and musculoskeletal 
problems are the most commonly reported impairments among disabled people.5 
Around 0.5% of the population are recorded as having a learning disability although 
this may be an underestimate.6 There is limited data on how many people with a 
learning disability are parents.  
 
Evidence suggests that there is a higher proportion of disabled adults: 7 

• in deprived areas  

• in social rented housing  

• among those of White Scottish and White British ethnicity (likely to be due 
to different age profiles of ethnic groups living in Scotland)  

• among those identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual or ‘other’ sexual 
orientation, compared to those identifying as heterosexual 

• among those in single-parent (than other family) households8  

• among those who provide unpaid care 

• experiencing food insecurity9 

• who describe their household as not managing well financially.10 
 
Data also suggests that disabled people, particularly women, are far more likely to 
experience domestic abuse than non-disabled people (alongside those of mixed 
ethnicity and those living in a single-parent household).11 This may exacerbate some 
of the difficulties already faced by those in poverty including children. 
 
There is substantial overlap between families with a disabled adult or child and the 
other child poverty priority groups. For example, 30% of children in households with 
a disabled adult or child were also in a lone parent household, and 30% were in a 
household with 3 or more children (2011-18).12 This intersectionality of 
characteristics has the potential to compound and exacerbate disadvantage for 
certain households with a disabled member. 
 
Having a disabled family member often means that other family members take on a 
caring role. However, children who live in households with an unpaid carer do not 
appear to be at higher risk of poverty. The relative poverty rates for children who live 
in households with and without unpaid adult carers are 22% and 25% respectively.  
 
Overall, 42% of children in relative poverty in 2017-20 were in a family with at least 
one disabled person.13 Around two-thirds of these were in a family with a parent 
couple and the other third were in a single-parent family. Many of these families were 
in work, showing that having any form of paid work is not sufficient to keep families 
out of poverty – it has to be a sufficient number of hours of adequately paid work. 
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 Graph 1: Relative child poverty by family disability and work status,  2017-20 

 
 
 
Children in disabled families account for an even higher proportion of those in 
combined low income and material deprivation – around 58% in 2017-20.14 This may 
relate to the additional costs faced by disabled families making some basic 
necessities harder to afford. 
 
This high level of poverty in the data was reflected in the views of the families we 
spoke to. Many of the parents we interviewed felt that their financial situation was 
manageable, but precarious. 

 
Others reported significant struggles with finances, sometimes exacerbated by the 
pandemic. COVID-19 also appears to have exacerbated food insecurity for disabled 
people, including disabled parents, as well as having other, wide-ranging impacts on 
disabled people’s lives beyond the significant direct and indirect health and wellbeing 
impacts.15  

We do manage financially yes because we have to but it’s not 
ideal. But you can’t take everything can you, you can’t take 

everything out, I’ve just got to learn to manage. 

We have good months and we have really 
bad months because there’s things you 

can’t budget for, and it’s when those 
things come up that it knocks you off for 

the future month. 

Life’s a struggle. I’m constantly 
watching the pennies and I’m behind 
on my rent. I’ve never been behind 
on my rent before. I’m trying to get 

that sorted. It’s a struggle. 
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Child Poverty Rates in Families with a Disabled 
Adult or Child 
 
Families with a disabled member are more likely to be in poverty than those without.  
 
The relative poverty rate for children in households with a disabled child was 27%, 
compared to 30% for households with a disabled adult, and it has been consistently 
higher among the latter.16 This indicates that having a disabled adult in the family 
has a greater impact on whether or not the family is in poverty, although both are 
important. In almost half (49%) of families in relative poverty with a disabled adult, 
the disabled adult had a mental health problem. Details of latest poverty rates can be 
found in Table 1 below. 
 
 Table 1: Estimates of number and rates of child poverty among families with 
 a disabled person in the household. Three year averages, 2017-2020. 
 

Household 
group 

Relative 
poverty 

Absolute 
poverty 

Low income 
and material 
deprivation 

Persistent 
poverty17 

All children 
240,000 
(24%) 

210,000 
 (22%) 

120,000 
(13%) 

-- 
(16%) 

Disabled 
person in the 
household 

100,000 
(29%) 

90,000 
(26%) 

70,000 
(20%) 

-- 
(14%) 

 
Trend data over the past decade shows that this heightened risk of poverty among 
disabled families is a longstanding issue.  
 
 Graph 2: Percentage of children in relative poverty after housing costs18 

 
Source: Family Resources Survey 

42%

29%32%

24%

In household with disabled person(s)

All children
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Graph 3: Percentage of children from 
each group in absolute poverty after 
housing costs 

 Graph 4: Percentage of children 
 from each group in combined 
 low income and material 
 deprivation 
 

 

Source: Family Resources Survey19                                   Source: Family Resources Survey 
 

 
 
We do not have persistent poverty data for disabled children, but Graph 5 shows 
persistent poverty over time for children with a disabled adult in their family. 
 

Graph 5: Percentage of children from each group in persistent poverty 

 
 

Source: Family Resources Survey 

17%

14%14%

16%

2010-14 2011-15 2012-16 2013-17 2014-18 2015-19

In family (benefit unit) with disabled adult(s)

All children

23% 20%

13% 13%

In household with disabled
person(s)

All children

31%
26%

22%
22%

In household with disabled
person(s)

All children
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These measures of poverty do not account for the additional living costs that 
disabled people often incur (see section 2.2). One way to try and partly account for 
this is to exclude from total household income the benefits paid as a contribution 
towards these additional living costs.20 We are then able to compare households with 
and without a disabled member on a more like-for-like basis. With these disability 
benefits removed from household income, the proportion of children in 
households with a disabled person who are in poverty rises sharply, as Table 2 
shows.21 
 
 Table 2: Relative poverty rates for children in households with at least one 
 disabled person, by whether or not disability benefits are included in the 
 household income, 2017-20  
 

Household composition Relative poverty rate 
with disability benefits 
included in household 
income 

Relative poverty rate 
with disability benefits 
removed from 
household income 

Households with a disabled 
person (adult or child) 

29% 34% 

Households with disabled 
child(ren) 

27% 31% 

Households with disabled 
adult(s) 

30% 36% 

 
Source: Scottish Government analysis of the Family Resources Survey  
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1. Income from employment  
 

1.1 Hourly pay 
 

Indicator 1: Hourly pay  
 
In 2017-20, average hourly pay among low-income disabled families was £8.49. This 
was similar for all low-income families (£8.52). 

Source: Family Resources Survey22 

 
While there is only a small difference in average hourly pay between disabled and all 
low-income families, there was an overall pay gap of 17% between the disabled and 
non-disabled workforce in Scotland in 2019.23 This difference may be partly because 
the average hourly pay figure for disabled families will include not just disabled 
parents’ pay, but also pay for non-disabled parents with a disabled partner or child. It 
may also be partly because we are looking only at those on lower incomes, where 
the scope for pay gaps will be lower than among the whole earnings distribution. 
 
 

1.2 Employment rates and hours worked per household 
 

Indicator 2: No paid employment 
 
Disabled parents are less likely to be employed. Two-thirds (60%) of disabled 
parents aged 16-64 were employed in 2019 (53% of women and 73% of men), 
compared to well over four fifths (88%) of non-disabled parents. The disability 
employment gap therefore stands at 28 percentage points among parents.  
 

Source: Annual Population Survey, ONS 

 
The lower employment rate among disabled parents, as well as the fact that disabled 
employees are generally under-represented in higher-skilled occupations, is likely to 
be partly related to differences in education outcomes (see section 1.4) as well as 
other significant barriers.24  
 
In trying to understand broader issues around working patterns for parents in families 
with a disabled member, we found that experiences of employment (or partners’ 
experiences) were mixed. Some felt undervalued or that they didn’t have enough 
hours, but appreciated the lack of stress or the flexibility that it allowed them to do 
other things, particularly in terms of their caring responsibilities. 

 

He sticks with the small company that he’s been with a long time. He 
doesn’t feel that he’s being paid comparable to what he should be but 
we’re happy… We have what we have and I’m not bothered I would 

rather my husband was happy and feeling relaxed. 
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However, many disabled parents, or parents with 
a disabled family member, describe how their 
health needs or caring responsibilities mean that it 
is not realistic for them to undertake employment. 
The implication is that for these parents, child 
poverty would need to be  tackled either through 
significant formal or informal health and care 
support or through the other key drivers, such as 
by reducing their costs of living and/or increasing 
their income from social security.  
 
 

Indicator 3: Hours worked  
 
On average, working-age adults in low-income disabled families in employment 
worked 22 hours per week in 2017-20 (compared to 24 hours among adults in all 
low-income families in employment).  

Source: Family Resources Survey25 

 
Disabled people are around twice as likely to fall out of work as non-disabled people 
(10% vs 6% in 2017/1826) and returning to work is significantly harder for disabled 
people (6% returned to employment in the following 3 months compared to 28% of 
non-disabled people in 2007-20).27 This is particularly true for women, around the 
birth of a child when working patterns often change. One in five (18%) ‘economically 
inactive’ disabled women were ‘looking after family/home’ (compared to 7% of 
‘economically inactive’ disabled men) in 2019.   

 
Certain disabled groups are more likely to face barriers into employment: 

• For disabled parents from visible minority ethnic groups, multiple 
disadvantage and labour market barriers are reflected in a lower employment 
rate (38%) than for white disabled parents (61%).28 

• Mental health conditions appear to impact more negatively on employment 
rates (28% employment rate in 2019). 

 
Among those in employment, disabled mothers are particularly unlikely to work full-
time (36% in 2019, compared to 49% of non-disabled mothers and 86% of disabled 
fathers).29 
 
There are indications that the COVID-19 pandemic is having a worse impact on 
disabled people’s employment, including disabled parents, as they are more likely to 
work in industries hit hard (such as hospitality and distribution).30 The employment 
rate for disabled adults aged 16-64 in 2020 is estimated to have fallen by 2.1 
percentage points, compared to 1.0 percentage point for non-disabled adults.31 
 
Barriers into paid employment 
 
The data shows that many people who are not in employment want to find paid work, 
and ‘economically inactive’ disabled people are more likely than non-disabled people 
to say that they want to work.32 Just over a fifth (22%) of unemployed or 

He [my husband] looks after me 
because of my disability, and after 
my wee boy as well… he cannae 
work because he needs to go and 
collect him from school and take 

him to school and if anything 
happens to him at school. 
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‘economically inactive’ disabled parents want to work.33 Some of our research 
participants would also have liked to take on (more) paid work. 

 
However, the literature suggests that disabled families face additional barriers into 
employment. These include difficulties with transport, a climate of low expectations, 
anxiety/lack of confidence and effects on benefits.34 Our interviews supported some 
of these findings. 

 
Parents of disabled children can also face additional difficulties, such as higher 
levels of stress and poorer mental health.35 
 
Our discussions with disabled families provided further evidence of the increased 
barriers to work around logistics of fitting care into a school and working day.  
 
A lack of adequate support also appears to be a key barrier to disabled people 
accessing employment, as well education and social security.  

 

I work part time and I’m a full time carer for my dad so I just kind of fit everything in 
around their needs and my kids’ needs… I’m committed to doing 35 hours’ a week 
care for my dad which I can do quite easily… and I find myself checking up on my 
mum’s mental health as well because she’s there and she has to deal with them 
[uncles who live with them] throughout the evening and the night-time because 

that’s not something I can do with my kids here. 

It’s my lifelong work ... in my opinion I am talented and skilled at ... if I can do it, I 
can impact on people. The more I can work, the more I can help other people. It’s 

not the priority of earning money, the work I do benefits people’s lives. 

He is [interested in other jobs] but 
he’s frightened. I think confidence 
and self-esteem is what he would 
need. I think going on a course to 
boost these is the thing he would 

need to be able to do that. 

I’m interested in psychology. But I fear 
that I will let someone down if I can’t 
come to work. [In my current role], 

someone else will do it if I can’t. As a 
psychologist, people need you. 

I couldn’t take on additional work say after school until bedtime 
because I would be penalised financially [regarding Carer’s Allowance] 

With my elder son, when they become an adult everything gets 
ignored. He can’t hold a job, he’s never been able to finish a 

college course but there’s nothing out there to help him. 
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An Inclusion Scotland report on issues faced by young disabled people in Scotland 
notes that many young people feel like they ‘face an abyss’ when they leave school 
and lack adequate support to find employment or go into further education.36 Two-
fifths of the young people with learning disabilities and/or autism spectrum disorders 
who responded to an ENABLE Scotland survey said that they did not get support to 
think about and plan their future when they finished school.37 Two-thirds were 
worried about this.  
 
Enablers into employment  
 
Greater availability of flexible working and home working could allow more disabled 
people into employment, or into higher hours, or roles that are better paid or more 
suited to their skills.38 Flexible working is important for many disabled families for 
example to fit around medical appointments and adapt to changes in their health.39 If 
more agile working practices are cultivated as we recover from the pandemic, this 
presents an opportunity for jobs to be better designed to suit the needs of both 
disabled people and unpaid carers.40 
 
Many of our interview participants stressed the importance of flexibility for them, in 
terms of ensuring that that they could meet their health or caring requirements. 
 

 
There is some public support for positive action to support disabled people’s 
employment. As of 2015, two-fifths (40%) of adults thought that someone with a 
disability should automatically get an interview for a job – but three-fifths (58%) 
thought that this was unfair.41 There is also some support, particularly among third 
sector organisations, for setting public sector targets to improve the disability 
employment rate.42 

  

I’d need to be here at the end of school, so 9.30-
3 is the time I could work. But if I go and work in 
the store and there’s a problem at the school and 
he has a meltdown then I’d have to go, they can’t 
bring him down. That would be a struggle, that’s 

what happens, I can’t leave my mum to do it, 
that’s not appropriate, so I would have to find 

someone who’s pretty understanding who’d just 
let me leg it to sort it out. 

With employers, there’s not a 
lot of flexible jobs. If you were a 

wheelchair user, there’s an 
adaptation for that. There are 
not a lot of flexible jobs where 

you could work from home 
when you’re not able to get out 
of the house… I would find it 
easier to keep working from 

home. 
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1.3 Labour market 
 

The number and type of jobs available in the labour market have an impact on both 
parents' hours worked and their hourly pay.  
 

Indicator 4: Underemployment  
 
8% of disabled parents were in work but would have preferred to work more hours 
for the same rate of pay in 2019. This compared to 5% of non-disabled parents. 
 

Source: Annual Population Survey, ONS 

 

Indicator 5: Under-utilisation of skills 
 
Over 1 in 5 (22%) employed, disabled parents with a degree qualification were in low 
or medium skilled occupations in 2019. This compared to 16% of employed, non-
disabled graduate parents. 

Source: Annual Population Survey, ONS 

 
The additional barriers into employment mentioned previously, such as logistics and 
care, will also have an impact on under-employment rates and under-utilisation of 
skills. Among disabled parents these two indicators appear more acute than among 
non-disabled parents. In addition to the broader issue of a lack of job opportunities, 
more specific labour market barriers faced by disabled people include employer 
attitudes and inaccessible job adverts and application processes.43  
 
 

Case study 
 

Joanne is a single parent to her two children. She has a health condition, and one of 
her children has autism. As well as taking care of her children, Joanne also cares for 

a disabled relative.  
 

She is a qualified social worker, but can’t currently fit that around her caring 
responsibilities. At the moment she works part-time in her child’s school, which 

means she can fit it in with school drop-off. She doesn’t think the school is meeting 
her child’s needs, but if she moved her child to a different school she would have to 

give up her job. 
 

Most of Joanne’s income currently comes from social security. She has considered 
taking on additional part-time work, but that would mean that she’d no longer be 

eligible for her Carer’s Allowance.    
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The COVID pandemic has exacerbated some of these employment barriers for many 
people, and also added new ones.44 

 
Although for others COVID has not impacted on their employment, or led to an 
increase in hours. 

 
Disabled people in employment were more likely than non-disabled people to say 
that their job was very or extremely stressful in 2017-2019 combined.45 

 
Workplace discrimination also plays a role in disabled people’s under-participation 
in the labour market, with negative attitudes towards disabled people enduring.46 
 
 

1.4 Skills and qualifications 
 
Gaining skills and qualifications is an essential step to finding and maintaining well-
paid work as an adult. However disabled parents are much more likely to have low or 
no qualifications, compared to non-disabled parents. 
 

Indicator 6: Parents’ qualifications 
 
Almost one in five (17%) disabled parents had low or no qualifications in 2019, 
compared to 7% of non-disabled parents. 

Source: Annual Population Survey, ONS 

 
 
Disabled people in the UK aged 21-64 with severe or specific learning difficulties 
were particularly likely to have no qualifications as of 2020 (57%), followed by those 
with epilepsy (29%) and autism (28%).47  
 
As of 2009-11, just under a fifth (16%) of disabled adults in Great Britain had at least 
one barrier to education and training opportunities, compared with 9% of non-
disabled adults.48 Disabled adults were more likely to cite difficulty with transport 
(20% vs 8% of non-disabled adults) and the attitudes of other people (9% vs 4%). 
 
 

I haven’t been able to work since the 
outbreak. We started Universal Credit 
just prior to the pandemic. Because of 
the situation at home and the struggle 

to work … it was piecemeal. 

I usually work full time, but I was made 
redundant. My health complaint played a 
role as there was a fitness test at work. I 

lost my job and then straight into 
lockdown. I struggled to find anything as 

the schools were closed. 

My husband has had more [work], definitely more…  It hasn’t been a negative 
for us, probably the workload for us at the time in lockdown it was. 
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Indicator 7: School leavers attainment gap 
 
Disabled secondary school leavers are less likely than non-disabled school leavers 
to attain one or more pass at SCQF Level 5 or better. For both disabled and non-
disabled school leavers, those living in the most deprived areas are also less likely 
than those living in the least deprived areas to attain one or more pass at SCQF 
Level 5 or better. 
 
 Graph 6: Percentage of school leavers from publicly funded secondary 
 schools in Scotland attaining one or more pass at SCQF Level 5 or better, by 
 SIMD quintile (20% most and least deprived49) and whether declared or 
 assessed disabled, 2014/15 to 2019/20 combined 

 
Source: Scottish Government school leaver attainment statistics 

 
The vast majority of disabled school leavers are recorded as leaving to a positive 
initial destination (90% vs 93% of non-disabled school leavers in 2019/20).50 
Disabled young people were much more likely to be in further education51 (48% vs 
28% of non-disabled peers), but much less likely to be in higher education (22% vs 
45%) or be employed (9% vs 16%), 3 months after the end of their final year of 
school.  
 
Barriers to gaining skills and qualifications 
 
Identification of needs 
The Scottish Health Survey records 11% of children as disabled. In the Pupil Census 
2.7% of pupils were assessed or declared as disabled in 2020.52 The data for 
children and young people with additional support needs includes pupils who are 
assessed or declared as disabled. A child or young person has an additional support 
need if they, for whatever reason require extra or different support from that of their 
peers to fully benefit from school education.53  
 
There is significant variation across local authorities in the number of children and 
young people recorded as both disabled and with additional support needs.54  
 
 
 

56%

73%75%

95%

20% most deprived areas 20% least deprived areas

Disabled (declared or assessed) Not disabled
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Getting the right support  
Both pupils with additional support needs and their parents and carers interviewed 
as part of recent qualitative research were broadly positive about their experience of 
school, as were some of our research participants.55  

 
The Additional Support for Learning framework seeks to ensure that children and 
young people get the support that they need to reach their full potential. However, 
some parents and carers have reported that it can be hard for them to navigate the 
support system for children with additional support needs (perhaps particularly for 
those on lower incomes) and it can take parents a long time to get their child the 
right support.56 Some of our participants continued to feel that school support for 
their children was lacking whereas for others getting the right support made all the 
difference to having a more positive school experience that could lead to better 
educational outcomes.57 

 

Case study 
 

Rachel has two sons, Ryan who is 11 and Jake who is 7. Both have autism. Ryan 
also has severe anxiety, and Jake has ADHD.  

 
The boys were previously at a school where they didn’t get the support they needed. 

The children were not properly assessed and Rachel felt that her concerns were 
dismissed and she wasn’t listened to. Ryan is intelligent but requires support 

including with his emotional development. Without this, he developed severe anxiety 
around school and Rachel now home-schools him, which they find much better. 

 
Since the family moved, Jake has started at a new school that has properly 

assessed his needs and supported him to get a diagnosis of ADHD. He is much 
happier at school and the staff have built a good relationship with Rachel, 

acknowledging her as a caring and knowledgeable parent.  
 

They’ve been fantastic. Anytime the school knows that he has an appointment 
coming up or an overnight stay the school was wanting to be involved. They 

wanted to be kept up to date with everything that’s going on. They are really on the 
ball with it, they really try to help. They’ve even phoned up to chase up his 

progress to find out what’s going on. 

My son doesn’t get enough 
support there, there’s not 
enough staff and they’re 

spread so thinly over the kids, 
it’s never going to work, 
there’s just not enough. 

I’d say the support hasn’t been there [and] I’m 
quite surprised… for instance when she went 
up to high school and up to then we’d been 

doing her injections for her so she had to learn 
to do that herself so I don’t know if anyone in 

the high school was trained to do it but certainly 
there weren’t any nurses, so there’s been a lot 

of pressure on her. 
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Difficulties accessing the right support come in a context of resource constraints, and 
a significant increase in the number of pupils identified with additional support needs 
over the last decade.58 Many local authority officers and school staff believe more 
resources are required for additional support.59  
 
Very few of members of the education workforce surveyed by ENABLE Scotland in 
2017 said that they could meet the needs of a pupil with a learning disability. The 
report noted concerns that initial teacher education may not adequately prepare 
teachers for teaching children and young people with additional support needs.60 
Actions have since been set out to address this.61 Many believe that making more 
and better use of support assistants is key and investment has recently been made 
in this area.62 
 
Low attendance and exclusion 
Disabled pupils tend to have somewhat lower school attendance rates than non-
disabled pupils (91% compared to 93% in 2018/19) and a higher exclusion rate, (at 
38 per 1,000 pupils compared to 21 per 1,000 for non-disabled pupils).63 Trends are 
similar for pupils with additional support needs.  
 
Bullying and loneliness 
Many disabled students and those with additional support needs report instances of 
bullying and feeling lonely and excluded at school.64 In some cases, pupils move 
schools or leave early as a result. Many education staff believe that children and 
young people need help to better understand and engage with their disabled peers.65 
 
Impact of COVID-19 on education 
There are concerns about the impact that school closures have had on families with 
a disabled child.66 Disabled students may have found it harder to participate in 
distance learning due to accessibility issues, which may further impact on their 
educational attainment, although children considered to be vulnerable could access 
in-school learning during the pandemic if the local authority considered it appropriate 
and in their best interests.67 It has also been reported that children of disabled 
mothers were less likely to have access to the equipment they needed to study at 
home.68 While this was not a topic that was explored a great deal in our interviews, 
one parent reported difficulties both they and their daughter faced home schooling, 
and taking time to get the support that they needed. 
 

 
 
 

[My daughter] was actually given a place in school during COVID because of her 
disability, she was struggling with her routine being out of sorts and I was 

struggling to home-school her, I couldn’t get on with the technology… I feared she 
was going to fall behind, but this was after the second lockdown which I was quite 

annoyed about because I was actually informed that she should have been 
offered a place from the beginning. 
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1.5 Childcare & transport 
 
The availability of high-quality, flexible and affordable services such as childcare and 
transport are important enablers for parents to access employment – as well as to 
reduce their costs of living.  
 
Childcare 
 

Indicator 8: Childcare affordability 
 
Among households with a child aged between 0 and 11 years old who are paying for 
some type of childcare, those where someone has a long-term condition are more 
likely to find it difficult or very difficult to afford childcare. Over a third (37%) of 
those households where someone had a long-term condition found this in 2018-19, 
compared to 24% of those households where no-one had a long-term condition.69 
 

Source: Scottish Household Survey 

 
Overall, parents of disabled children may be less likely to access formal childcare, 
although there is a lack of up-to-date evidence for Scotland in this area.70 Many of 
our interview participants, all of whom had now school-age children, instead provided 
it themselves, sometimes also relying on family and friends. 
 

 
The reasons for this vary, but focus around concerns on staff training and capacity 
and lack of choice.71 Some parents reported that they didn’t use formal childcare 
because it was not available in their area. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

[I am] basically a full-time housewife, 
taking care of the kids and other duties. 

Two members of my family are quite 
close by that I can go round to and chap 

the door and ask for help. 

My mum and my sister help me. So if I’m 
not fit to take her to school my mum will 

come down or my sister. I can get a friend 
that lives just round the corner to pick her 

up if needs be.  

There is nothing. No afterschool care no afterschool 
facilities. Two primary schools but no facility like that. 

There really isn’t anything. We’ve got a few 
childminders but there is such a demand here for 

childcare. They are just full, the ones that are here. 

There’s no real 
childcare for a 12-

year-old with autism. 
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Our research also shows that awareness can be a barrier for some. For others, even 
if childcare was available, it was either too expensive or too infrequent to be of use. 
 

 
Some parents reported that they didn’t feel comfortable letting other people take care 
of their children. 

 
Others spoke about the benefits that more wrap-around childcare for school-aged 
children could offer both them and their children. 

 
 
 

Even if I approach [children’s charity/service] and 
the facilities that are there, I would only get an hour 

once every 2/3 weeks, so there’s no point in 
bothering … and he wouldn’t know the staff 

enough to be able to leave him there. 

I was speaking to someone from social services and they advised [I use the holiday 
club] but it’s £31 a shift, that’s a lot of money, and his view was she gets DLA so you 
could potentially put her in for 2 days a week and that’s her DLA but I thought, what 

happens if she wants to go to the zoo, and what happens if she goes in for 45 
minutes and then wants to come home. So that was an option I was looking at for 

holiday time but it would probably only be once a week at those costs. 

There’s not a lot of people I trust with 
my girls. Today’s world’s just a horrible 
place so I’d rather not leave them with 

anyone if I can help it. 

If there was more 
transparency from the 
childcare sector about 

what’s available and what 
they specialise in that 

would be really helpful. 

An afterschool facility would be brilliant for 
her. She would definitely use it. We need 

more support. We need afternoon activities 
for her to do. She just constantly wants to 

be doing something. I think that would make 
such a big difference to her life.  

If there were afterschool activities 
that he [son] wanted to do … if 
there was an additional hour or 

two where he loved doing it and it 
was great fun… we would jump at 
that opportunity. If that delays the 

time we get him, that would be 
beneficial. 

I just don’t think they could cope and I 
don’t think anyone could take care of 
my children as well as I do. I’m not 

going to traumatise my children just so 
I can take a break. I think that’s just 

not fair and selfish. 
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One participant from an island community reported limited childcare availability and  
the knowledge that if she used more, it would result in others missing out: 

 
 
Transport 
 

Indicator 11: Satisfaction with public transport 
 
Seven in ten (69%) disabled adults in a low-income family were very or fairly 
satisfied with the quality of public transport in 2015-19. Satisfaction was similar 
among non-disabled adults in low-income families (74% satisfied). Due to relatively 
small sample sizes the difference is not statistically significant. 
 

Source: Scottish Household Survey 

 
People on low incomes are more dependent on public transport than those on higher 
incomes, and disabled people are more reliant on some forms of public transport 
than non-disabled people.72 Therefore it is logical to suggest that low-income 
disabled families will also be more reliant on public transport.  
 
Disabled people face challenges on the transport system, including: 73  

• being able to access accurate and relevant travel information both before and 
during the journey  

• not being able to spontaneously travel because of the need to book 
assistance 

• buses being infrequent and inaccessible, particularly in rural areas 

• being able to access public transport vehicles and public transport 
interchanges, especially at night when these may be poorly lit  

• difficulties accessing priority seating, especially for disabled people with 
hidden impairments  

• safety and comfort concerns, including experiencing discrimination and stigma 
from both transport staff and other travellers. 
 

Many of these challenges are likely to be even more difficult when travelling with 
young children.74  
 

My friend’s son is on her own with him and needs it more than that. It’s a 
terrible situation where I have friends who all need something, they’re 
saying ‘well she’s got 3 days, she’s got x days’ etc. and the system is 

forcing them to act this way because there isn’t enough childcare. So I feel 
like I can’t push in there and say ‘oh I’ve got 3 hours’ so I can go and do the 
shopping and I know that someone else wouldn’t get it then. Not really fair. 
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Some interview participants reported difficulties with public transport and subsequent 
reliance on cars or taxis. For many this was related to their or their children’s 
impairments, and for one participant a lack of public transport in their rural area 
meant a lot of time spent driving (with further implications for costs of living). 

 
 

Case study 
 

John lives in a rural area with his wife and son. His wife is ill, and doesn’t drive. He 
spends at least 2 hours a day in the car taking his son to school and other activities. 
There is a school minibus, but it won’t pick his son up because they live just over the 

border in a different county.  
 

John is self-employed, and the time he spends driving means that he has less time 
to spend on his work, as well as with his wife. The lack of public transport also limits 
their childcare options and the amount of activities his son can take part in. However, 

he and his son also enjoy the time they spend together in the car, talking and 
laughing. 

 
John’s wife would like to learn to drive, but they can’t afford it. 

 

 
Restrictions imposed on public transport during the pandemic including physical 
distancing measures have resulted in fewer accessible seats and spaces for 
wheelchair users. In May 2020, 99% of respondents to a Disability Equality Scotland 
poll had experienced issues with physically distancing during their daily exercise or 
when undertaking essential journeys.75 The Transport Transition Plan developed by 
Transport Scotland aims to mitigate these issues.76 
 

Other services 
Social care and self-directed support play a key role in enabling disabled people to 
live independently and participate in their communities, employment and education, 
in addition to other benefits. However it is reported that many disabled people are 
not getting the support they need, for reasons including resourcing pressures and 
high eligibility thresholds.77 Social care, alongside medical care, has also been 
significantly disrupted during the pandemic.78 
 

I drive my son down to the school. It’s not 
too far but because of his pains in his joints 
by the time he got there he would be sore. 

[Car is] my primary mode of 
transport, she won’t sit on a 
bus and she struggles on a 

train. 

It’s an issue for me as I can’t sit on a bus as it rattles too much as it causes 
too much pain. I would feel more comfortable standing on a train. I wouldn’t 

sit on a bus. 
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Many low-income families with disabled children feel that formal and informal support 
for their children has decreased since the pandemic began.79  
 
Most adult carers on the lowest incomes (65%) said that they received none of the 
forms of support asked about, such as short breaks, advice, counselling, practical 
support or support workers, in 2019. For those that did receive support, the most 
common form was help from family or friends (received by 21%).80  
 
In our interviews, many participants brought up the difficulties they had experienced 
with healthcare and significant problems that this has caused them or their family. 

 

 
 

Some participants had not been able to get a diagnosis, which prevented them from 
accessing other support. 

 
 

  

I have to pay for a private therapist 
because the waiting times are so 

massive… I consider myself extremely 
fortunate because at the moment I can 
do this. But that can all be taken away 

with my next PIP application. 

My doctor has been very unhelpful 
and says that it’s phantom pain… I 
asked if I could see a female doctor 

and was told that she wasn’t 
available at that time. It was as if I 
was being fobbed off. They’re all in 

the same building. The waiting 
times in other practices are long. 
People told me to stick with the 

doctor I had. 

If you have ailments and illnesses that are not physical, the health service is 
struggling to recognise that as valid… You have to get a lot sicker to trigger a 

response … have to get into a very poor state of health. The preventative 
health care, such that a person is able to heal themselves, is pretty absent… 

it’s hit and miss if you get a GP who is more sympathetic. The response is 
that we can’t solve the problem… the best we can do is to provide 

antidepressants. The prescription of medication is a crutch to get them off the 
waiting list and to leave them to it... that’s not a health service. That is a 

massive, massive failing of the health service. 

I know that if he gets diagnosed with 
ADHD he can go through therapy and I 

can go to classes to help him. 

I don’t receive disability benefits as I’ve 
not been diagnosed. 
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2. Cost of Living  
 

2.1 Housing costs 
 

Indicator 12: Housing affordability 
 
Low-income disabled families spent on average 21% of their net household income 
on housing, in 2017-20. This was the same for low-income families overall. 
 

Source: Family Resources Survey81 

 
Disabled people are more likely than non-disabled people to live in social rented 
housing.82 Satisfaction with their housing arrangements was lower (85%) than 
amongst non-disabled people (93%) in 2019. Difficulties in accessing housing that 
meets their needs can result in some families with a disabled member spending 
more on housing and/or having a lower quality of life.83 
 
 

2.2 Other costs of living 
 

Indicator 13: Fuel affordability 
 
Low-income households with children and at least one household member with a 
long-term health condition are estimated on average to have spent 18% of their net 
household income (after housing costs) on fuel in 2019. For low-income families 
where no-one had a long-term condition, this figure was 13%. Due to small sample 
sizes this difference is not statistically significant, however we know that overall 
households in Scotland where someone has a long-term condition are more likely to 
be fuel poor than those where no-one does (31% compared to 20% in 2019).   
 

Source: Scottish House Condition Survey 84 

 

Indicator 14: Food affordability 
 
Low-income UK households with children spent around 16% of their income on 
food and non-alcoholic drinks in 2016/17 to 2018/19, regardless of whether or not 
the (adult) reference person in the household was disabled.85 This compares to 
around 12% for all households with a child and where the reference adult was 
disabled (across all incomes), and 10% for all households with a child and where the 
reference adult was not disabled. 

Source: Living Costs and Food Survey 

 
It is generally recognised that disabled people face higher costs of living than non-
disabled people.86 These additional costs may include, for example, specialist 
equipment and home adaptations, specialist therapies, extra transport costs, 
specialists toys and play equipment, paid-for care and increased energy costs, either 
as a result of increased heating for those with limited mobility or the cost of running 
specialist electrical equipment. There are also reports that costs have risen for many 
disabled people during the pandemic.87  
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Many of the parents we spoke to reported extra costs as a result of themselves or 
another family member being disabled: 

 
In addition to disability benefits (see Section 3), there are other support services 
which help to reduce costs of living for low-income disabled families (and others). 
These include school clothing grants, free school meals beyond the universal 
entitlement, council tax exemptions and reductions and specific support offered 
during the pandemic. Interview participants reported some positive experiences of 
these forms of support. 

However, among some people there was a sense of guilt and of not wanting to take 
the option of services away from other families who may need it more.  

 
With regards to Free School Meals, many parents felt that what was on offer was 
insufficient for their children, particularly when they had dietary needs. 

Yes definitely, extra costs in food, bedding, towelling, electricity because 
the wee one wets the bed still so she’s constantly in and out the shower, I 
have to replace the sheets and mattresses, she has violent tendencies as 
well so we’ve bought furniture for the bedroom four times since she was 

born and she’s eight. 

They are really good. Especially to get help with school clothes. That 
can be a huge [cost] for me. Every year to get school clothes and 

everything needed for a new year. And for school meals I don’t need to 
fork out money for it. Yeah they are great, really good. 

The quality and quantity of the meals is problematic… as the children get 
older, they aren’t getting an increased portion… There’s no kitchen in the 

school so the food is brought in from another school so the quality is 
diminished… The catering contract is poor and the supplier is trying to make 

profit margins at the expense of children. The government is providing 
something but it’s not sufficient. 

He’s coming home hungry and I think it’s 
ridiculous that there’s not any other options 

so he cannae pick something else if he 
doesn’t like what’s there for him. 

I give her a packed lunch as 
there’s not anything on the menu 
she can eat… there’s not a menu 

for lactose intolerance. 

It’s fantastic [the COVID support I received] but I feel guilty about receiving it 
as some people need it more than me. I didn’t need that… I know of other 

people who didn’t need it. I’m grateful to have it, but didn’t need it. I felt a wee 
bit guilty. 
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2.3 Debts 
 

Indicator 15: Unmanageable debt 
 
One in twenty (4.9%) households with children and a disabled member were in 
unmanageable debt in Scotland, as of 2016-18. The proportion was similar for all 
households with children, regardless of whether or not they included a disabled 
person (4.5%). These proportions have decreased substantially over time, and 
particularly for households with a disabled member – down from 20.5% in 2010-12.  
 

Source: Wealth and Assets Survey88 

 
Although pre-pandemic data shows that levels of unmanageable debt were falling for 
disabled families, various research has found that they risk being disproportionately 
exposed to negative financial impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic.89 Financial 
worries can have negative impacts including physical or mental health problems, 
sleep disturbance and relationship issues.90 
 
 

2.4 Enablers (access to affordable credit, internet access, assets 
and savings) 
 
Savings and access to affordable credit can protect against material deprivation and 
problem debt. They act as a buffer against unexpected costs and fluctuations in 
income.  
 

Indicator 16: Access to affordable credit 
 
As of 2017-19, high-cost credit had been used in the previous 12 months by: 
• 14% of all households with children 
• 14% of low-income households with children 
• 18% of households with children and where someone in the family has a      
long-term health condition.91  

Source: Scottish Household Survey 

 

Indicator 17: No savings 
 
The proportion of households with children that had no savings, as of 2017-19, was: 
• 34% for all households with children 
• 66% for low-income households with children 
• 45% for households with children where someone had a long-term health condition.  
 

 Source: Scottish Household Survey 

 
Digital access has become increasingly important in accessing vital services 
including healthcare, social services and education during the pandemic. But also in 
general terms to access important information on benefits and application processes.  
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Indicator 18: Internet access 
 
Those with a long-standing physical or mental health condition are less likely to use 
the internet in Scotland (although not all of these people will be disabled) and data 
at UK level shows that disabled adults are less likely to have used the internet 
recently (81% vs 96% of non-disabled adults, 2020).92  
 

Source: Scottish Household Survey & Internet Users UK (ONS) 
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3. Income from Social Security and Benefits in Kind 
 

3.1 Targeted reach of benefits 
 
Social security in Scotland is delivered by two different bodies. Reserved benefits 
are delivered by the UK Government’s Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), 
and aspects of social security devolved to the Scottish Government in 2016 are 
delivered by Social Security Scotland. Social Security Scotland already delivers 
some benefits important for low-income disabled families, including the Scottish 
Child Payment and Carer’s Allowance Supplement. In late 2021 and 2022 they will 
begin delivering disability payments, which are non means-tested benefits, designed 
to help with the extra costs of living with a long-term health condition or disability, 
such as Child Disability Payment (to replace Disability Living Allowance (DLA) Child) 
and Adult Disability Payment (to replace Personal Independence Payment – PIP). 
Carer’s Allowance, a non-means-tested benefit to provide financial support for 
people less able to work due to caring responsibilities, will also be replaced by a 
Scottish benefit in coming years (currently known as Scottish Carer’s Assistance). 
 
The UK Government retains responsibility for key income-related benefits, such as 
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), Jobseekers Allowance (JSA), housing 
benefit and Universal Credit, which are means-tested.  
 
Due to both being more likely to be on low incomes and eligibility for benefits 
specifically for disabled people, families with a disabled member are 
disproportionally impacted by cuts or changes to eligibility criteria in benefits or 
support services. Additionally, some disabled people struggle with the ‘in-between’ 
space between being able to earn an adequate income from employment, and being 
unable to work at all due to impairments.93 This is particularly difficult with health 
conditions that fluctuate.  
 
When the UK Government began to replace DLA for working age people with PIP in 
2013, changes to the structure of the benefit and eligibility criteria excluded some 
individuals, who no longer qualified under the new rules.94 Whilst the Scottish 
Government has said that it does not plan to make substantive changes to the 
eligibility criteria for these new benefits, it will make the application process easier 
and more inclusive (including providing digital applications), provide pre-application 
advice and support, start by assuming that the client has provided an accurate 
account of how their condition impacts on them, provide ‘rolling awards’ with no fixed 
end date, and for Adult Disability Payment, replace face-to-face assessments with 
consultations only if there is no other way to gather the information needed to make 
a decision. Work is also ongoing to consider how Scottish Carer’s Assistance could 
work better for carers. The Scottish Government is committed to providing additional 
support to people caring for more than one disabled child, and considering how extra 
support could also be provided to those caring for more than one disabled person of 
any age. 
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3.2 Value of benefits 
 
Disability benefits are designed to offset additional costs that disabled people face. 
For some people they seem to fulfil this intention and for many, without these 
benefits they would not be able to meet their financial commitments. 
 

 
However it seems that often disability benefits instead supplement insufficient 
mainstream income in paying for other essentials.95   
 
Most of our research participants received benefits to supplement or make up the 
main portion of their income (or had done in the past) – both specific disability 
benefits and others designed to help with living costs. These were mainly benefits 
currently delivered by DWP, such as Universal Credit, ESA, DLA and PIP. When 
asked about whether these benefits were sufficient, responses differed, but many felt 
that they should either be increased or found it stressful because they fluctuated. 

 

3.3 Take-up of benefits 
 
In the period December 2019 to May 2020, 18% of those who applied to Social 
Security Scotland for Best Start Grant and/or Best Start Foods, Funeral Support 
Payment, and Young Carer Grant had a physical or mental health condition or illness 
lasting or expected to last 12 months or more.96 Approval rates were higher amongst 
people with a long-term condition (69% vs 63% for applicants without). 
 
We are not currently able to accurately measure take-up of disability benefits, 
because existing data is not sufficient to robustly estimate the number of people who 
are eligible but do not apply.97 However, Scottish Government has published a 
Benefit Take-up Strategy to ensure that people in Scotland receive the benefits that 
they are entitled to, with a second strategy to be published in October 2021.98 
 
We do know that as of August 2020, over half a million people in Scotland (565,754) 
were entitled to either PIP, DLA or Attendance Allowance.99 This was just over 10% 
of the population.100 Just under a third of PIP/DLA/AA recipients also received each 
of Housing Benefit, Employment and Support Allowance, and Incapacity Benefit.  

I don’t think I get enough. I don’t think 
the ESA and the UC are enough. 

Because I’ve struggled over the last 
couple of years, especially when I wasn’t 
working that was then I really started to 

struggle with my rent and things. 

[Benefits] weren’t enough to live 
off of. I was constantly having to 
go to family to ask for a lend or a 

bit of help. I had to go to my 
mum’s house to get food from 

her. 

It [DLA] helps pay for the extra things 
that we need for the boys. 
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Many of the families we interviewed found the process of applying for reserved social 
security to be fairly easy and straightforward, particularly with support from frontline 
advisers including at job centres and housing partnerships. This was often contrary 
to their expectations. 

 
However, for many individuals, the UK social security system causes stress and 
anxiety, with some people who are eligible for benefits deciding not to apply or 
appeal decisions as a result.101 Many find that there is a lack of advice and support. 

 
Many people find the applications process complex, inflexible or unsuitable, with 
requirements for re-assessments even for unchanging conditions. 

 
 

It’s quite confusing because they 
expect you to know how the 

benefits system works, so people 
will say to you, ‘do you get this?’, 

and you say, well what’s that, 
how do I claim it, and then you 

put a claim in and you can get it 
but then you have to deduct it 

from something else so it wasn’t 
worth all the rigmarole. 

That always terrifies me when it comes to the end of the period and we have to 
reapply. I stress for months waiting to see if we are going to get it because that 
affects everything. It affects Carer’s Allowance and everything. It’s everything 

together that means that we’re fine and we get along fine but with only my 
husband’s wage I don’t know if we would manage. That’s one of the things that 

does concern me and worry me every time it comes up… sometimes they give it 
for two years. A disability charity thing told me about this person and he came out 
and helped me with the forms and the middle son got it for five years. For the wee 
one it’s always just two years at a time that they give. Although his conditions are 

never going to change. 

It was more straightforward and people were more helpful than I 
expected. Every time I spoke to the agency, they were kind. That 

was a surprise. The process was better than I thought, but 
nevertheless we still didn’t want to be there. 

I actually found it [availability of DLA] out 
from a hairdresser that their child 

themselves had [the same condition], 
and I had no idea that it was available, 

the hospital and nurses no-one 
mentioned it. It was just by chance that I 
found out about it. I think when she was 
diagnosed and all the info you get I think 

there could maybe have been 
something there from the people at the 

time, the diagnosis team. 
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There is also a lack of trust in the system, including concerns that assessors do not 
have sufficient knowledge of individual conditions to make an accurate assessment. 
 

 
Barriers are different for those with different impairments. For example, barriers for 
autistic people include lack of clear and flexible communication options, including 
required face-to-face and phone interaction and complicated forms with ambiguous 
questions, and negative sensory environments in benefits offices and assessment 
centres.102 
 
The Scottish Government is making a number of changes in response to these 
concerns, as set out in section 3.1 and further detailed in its published position 
papers.103 
  

What I don’t understand is why we have to reapply all the time for something he’s 
never going to get rid of. Just because he’s a bit better now … How can an autism 
diagnosis, it’s never going to get better, the needs are always going to be different 

but he’s always going to need taxis and things. 

At times it can be a bit degrading. You feel 
like you’re being judged by the person that’s 
doing the face-to-face assessment. You’re 
telling them things and being a certain way 

and they are putting the complete opposite. I 
have major problems with what they are 

saying about me at my assessment but I got 
something and I didn’t want to complain in 

case they took it away. 

[assessors for Personal 
Independence Payment] ask 

you to come for a visit 
because they don’t believe 

what’s on your medical 
notes, and [my pain 

condition] isn’t a disability 
you can see. 
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Conclusion 
 
Over 40% of children in poverty live in a households with at least one disabled 
person. Three-quarters of these are also in at least one other priority group. 
 
Disabled families face additional barriers into and in the labour market. These 
include caring responsibilities, discrimination, effects on benefits and anxiety or lack 
of confidence. Many want to be in work or increase their hours, and disabled parents 
are less likely to be working at a suitable skill level. Adults with mental health 
conditions face particular barriers into employment and in almost half of families in 
poverty with a disabled adult, they have a mental health problem. For many disabled 
families, flexible work and suitable shifts would be invaluable in enabling them to 
access paid work. The care infrastructure is also critical – in terms of childcare, 
healthcare, adult care and support for carers. Disabled people also face barriers to 
gaining skills and qualifications, so tackling these could further help address the 
employment gap. 
 
For other disabled families, caring and health needs mean that employment is not 
currently a realistic option. For these families, child poverty would need to be tackled 
either through significant formal or informal health and care support, by reducing 
their costs of living, and/or by increasing their income from social security.  
 
Costs are higher for disabled families although evidence suggests that they are 
working hard to manage finances, using affordable credit and not running up high 
debts. Support such as school clothing grants and free school meals are welcome 
although the meals do not seem to meet all families’ needs. 
 
Social security is a complex picture between devolved and reserved agencies. We 
know that disabled families experience a range of difficulties with benefits currently 
delivered by the UK social security system. Scottish Government is working to 
address these problems for when disability benefits begin being delivered in 
Scotland; the impact of these changes for disabled families will be closely monitored.      
 
The literature and secondary data presented here mixes UK and Scottish evidence, 
with some of it more dated and most of it pre-pandemic. Some of the research stems 
from Disabled People’s Organisations and poverty stakeholders and while providing 
good depth of views and experience, the background of the research should be 
considered when analysing conclusions. Qualitative interviews with 12 families 
provides colour to the data, sometimes confirming and sometimes contradicting 
literature and secondary evidence. 
 
There does not appear to be any one clear lever for tackling child poverty among 
disabled families, with the research showing that in practice each individual family’s 
circumstances are highly unique and require a tailored package to meet their 
individual needs. However, stability combined with flexibility in work, care, support 
and income packages appears to be key. This may be ever more important in 
coming years, as disabled families look likely to see many problems exacerbated by 
COVID.       
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Annex A: Research Methods 
 
The findings presented in this paper are based on a mixed-methods research 
project, consisting of a rapid evidence review and qualitative, semi-structured 
interviews with parents from families with a disabled member.  

The rapid evidence review was conducted first, to establish what we already knew 
about this priority group, including the causes of a higher poverty rate and barriers 
families living with someone with a disability face to reducing their living costs and 
increasing income from employment and social security. The key findings from the 
evidence review were used to inform an interview guide, designed both to further 
explore key barriers identified for this group and to fill some of the key gaps in 
evidence that were identified. These evidence gaps included: 

• experiences of, and barriers to, employment, education and accessing 
support for parents of disabled children and partners of disabled adults (much 
existing evidence focuses on adults who are themselves disabled)  

• whether parents wanted to be in paid work, and if so, what would support 
them in this 

• experiences and opinions of childcare for these families 

• experiences and opinions of transport for these families 

• awareness and opinions of financial support available. 
 
We conducted interviews with 12 parents from families where they, another adult, 
and/or a child was disabled. It is important to note, though, that while each fitted the 
description of being disabled set out in the introduction to this report and as used to 
define this priority group, not everyone used this description themselves.  
 
Participants had previously taken part in the Scottish Health Survey, and given 
permission to be re-contacted to be invited to take part in further research. They 
were sampled based on having been (at the time of taking part in the survey) in the 
bottom 3 income deciles and their household including at least one dependent child 
and at least one person with a long-term, limiting illness. Interviews were conducted 
over the phone or video call. 
 
Our 12 interviewees included nine women and three men, three in a rural location, 
five single parents, and a mix of participants who were disabled or had limiting 
illnesses themselves, or with a partner or child or was ill or disabled. The children in 
these families were all of school age (between 7 and 17 years old). 
 
The interview data helped us begin to better understand the key evidence gaps set 
out above, with particularly rich findings around employment, childcare and financial 
support. In addition, interviews supported findings in existing evidence around 
barriers to employment common to parents overall, the importance of flexible work, 
issues with support at school for some disabled pupils, additional and widely varying 
costs of living for disabled people, and experiences of social security.  
 
The interviews helped us better understand the experiences of families with a 
disabled member particularly in terms of: 
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• childcare (in particular, many parents’ strong reluctance to use formal 
childcare) 

• the challenges for parents in rural areas, including around childcare and 
transport 

• difficulties with healthcare and the knock-on effects of this in participants’ 
lives (we did not include this as part of our interview guide, but many 
participants brought this up) 

• experiences of locally provided support, particularly free school meals. 
 
Findings around transport and adult education were more limited, although it was 
interesting that transport did not emerge as a specific barrier to work, as it did in the 
evidence review. 
 
These qualitative, semi-structured interviews allowed us to explore complex areas 
and gain an in-depth understanding of our participants’ experiences, views, choices 
and behaviours. However, this was a small piece of research and findings cannot be 
generalised to the wider population. Findings from these interviews are integrated 
throughout the report, including with quotes and case studies (where names and 
some details have been changed). Notes were taken during interviews but they were 
not recorded, therefore quotes are not necessarily verbatim. 
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