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The Scottish Islands Survey (2023) was sent to 20,000 island residents, selected using random stratified sampling, on 
the 14th of November 2023 and closed on the 31st of January 2024.  4,358 people responded to the survey from 66 
islands (4,034 by post, 323 online including nine in Gaelic, and one by phone), representing a 22% response rate. The 

survey sample is around 5% of the total adult population.1 
The survey asked about their perceptions of aspects of island life in the 12 month period before the survey, including 
population levels, economic development, transport, housing, fuel poverty, digital connectivity, health and social 
care, environmental wellbeing, community empowerment, and culture and education. This publication explores cost 
of living and wellbeing and looks at the relationship between these two themes. The findings are compared to 
Scotland as a whole and are also explored by age group, island region, household type and income.

The full results of the Scottish Islands Survey (2023) and the National Islands Plan Survey (2020) are published on the 
Scottish Government website along with a series of supporting files and spotlights.

The researchers would like to thank all of the survey respondents for their time and for sharing their views. The 
James Hutton Institute conducted the Scottish Islands Survey on behalf of the Scottish Government. We are grateful 
to the project's Research Advisory Group, cognitive testers, Gavin Parsons (Sabhal Mòr Ostaig) and Zoe Paterson-
Macinnes for their help with preparing and promoting the survey. We also acknowledge the work of Q-Step interns 
Maura MacKinnon and Lauren Manson on this project.  Q-Step is funded by the Nuffield Foundation and Economic 
and Social Research Council (ESRC). 
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Scottish Islands Survey (2023) Questionnaire 
Changes between the 2020 and 2023 island survey questionnaire 
The Scottish Islands Survey (2023) tables
Comparisons between 2020 and 2023 island survey results
Scottish Islands Survey (2023) comparisons with national and regional figures 
A Data Protection Impact Assessment was also published here

Other Spotlights in this series 
The Scottish Islands Survey (2023) is accompanied by three spotlight reports. The other two spotlights in the series are: 

The Scottish Islands Survey (2023): Comparing perceptions of island life in 2020 to 2023
The Scottish Islands Survey (2023): Island movers, leavers and returners

1 The estimated adult population (aged 18 and over) of the Scottish islands in 2011 was 85,826). Adult population estimates are rounded to nearest whole number, calculated using postcode-level (2011 
Census) and Data Zone-level (2021 population estimates) data (source: NRS). 
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13% 7%

Cost of Living
How are islanders managing financially?

The percentage of respondents reporting that 
their household is managing well financially is 
lower than that of Scotland as a whole.

"My household is managing
 well financially"

Islands Scotland

50% 45% 
Most respondents say that they and their household are either 
managing well (45%) or are getting by alright financially (41%). 
11% of islanders reported that they don't manage well, have some 
financial difficulties, or are in deep financial trouble.

Comparison by age group
Younger respondents are managing less well financially 
than those in older age groups. 53% of respondents 
aged 66+ were managing well or quite well financially 
compared to 36% of 18-35 year-olds.

Comparison by household type: with or without children
Islanders living in a household without children were more 
likely to be managing well or quite well financially (51%) than 
islanders living in a household with children (39%). 
Islanders living in a household with children were more likely 
to report that they are struggling financially (13%) compared 
to those who don't live with children  (7%).

2 The 2023 Scottish Islands survey asked about how islanders and their household are managing financially. The response options were: "managing very well, managing quite well, get by alright, don't manage very well, 
have some financial difficulties, are in deep financial trouble, prefer not to say."

2, 3

3 This National statistic comes from the 2022 Scottish Household Survey

Living with children Living without children

Islanders who are struggling financially
 by household type

4 "Struggling financially" is derived from combining the following three responses: "don't manage very well, have some financial difficulties, and are in deep financial trouble."
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5 Respondents were asked "how many children aged under 16 currently live in your household?"

5

Comparison by Island region 
Across island regions the percentage of islanders 
managing well or quite well financially is lowest in the 
Argyll Islands (35%) and the Uists and Barra Islands (39%). 
It is highest in Shetland Mainland and Connected Islands 
(51%), Shetland Outer Islands (50%) and Orkney Mainland 
and Connected Islands (51%).
Arran, Bute and the Cumbraes and the Highland Islands 
had the highest percentage of islanders struggling 
financially (13%) whilst Orkney Mainland and Connected 
Islands had the lowest (6%). 4

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2023/12/scottish-household-survey-2022-key-findings/documents/shs-2022-annual-report-tables-3-finance/shs-2022-annual-report-tables-3-finance/govscot%3Adocument/SHS%2B2022%2B-%2BAnnual%2BReport%2B-%2BTables%2B-%2B3%2BFinance.ods


Island households
without children                

Islanders are concerned about paying for a variety of everyday expenses 

Heating/ hot water for
the home

Household repairs Groceries

37%
25% 23%

Islanders are concerned about pay for:

Paying for expenses

Scottish Islands to Scotland 
comparison
Islanders are concerned about paying 
for a greater range of items 
compared to people from Scotland as 
a whole, particularly heating/hot 
water and household repairs. Paying 
for leisure activities and debt 
repayments are of lower concern to 
islanders compared to Scotland as a 
whole.

Heating/ hot water for the home 37% 27% 10%

Household repairs 25% 17% 8%

Day to day fuel/travel costs 18% 14% 4%

Internet/mobile/TV package(s)/ TV licence 12% 9% 3%

Mortgage/ rent repayments 10% 9% 1%

Groceries 23% 24% -1%

Debts/ loans/ credit card repayments 10% 13% -3%

Leisure activities 7% 17% -10%

Concerned about paying for the following
expenses in the next 2 to 3 months Islands Scotland

Percentage
Difference

Comparison by household type: with or without children
Island respondents living in a household with children are typically more concerned about 
paying for a range of everyday expenses than those who do not live in a household with children.

Concern about paying for everyday expenses by household type:

18% 

28%

6% 

16% 

Groceries Mortgage and 
rent payments

Debts/loans/
credit card 
repayments

Leisure
 activities

4% 

13% 

6 The National statistics come from the November 2023 Public Insights monitor (PIM 2023)

6% 

17% 

6

Island households
with children                

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2023/07/public-attitudes-to-cost-of-living-and-other-topics-tracker---data-tables/documents/2023/public-insight-monitor---cost-of-living-and-other-topics---data-tables---november-2023/public-insight-monitor---cost-of-living-and-other-topics---data-tables---november-2023/govscot%3Adocument/23-24%2B-%2BSIT%2B-%2BResearch%2B-%2BScottish%2BGovernment%2BPublic%2BInsight%2BMonitor%2B-%2BNovember%2B-%2BData%2Btables%2B-%2BFor%2BPublication.xlsx


Scotland Islands

Fuel Poverty
The cost of heating has increased for almost all islanders
95% of islanders stated that their heating bills have increased, up from 73% in 2020

Less than
£20,800

£20,800-£36,399 £36,400-£51,999 Over £52,000

51%

39%

27%
21%

Comparisons by income
Islanders on the lowest 
incomes are most 
concerned about paying 
for heating and hot water. 
Over half of those earning 
under £20,800 face this 
concern.

Concern about paying for heating and hot water by income group:

Comparisons by Island region 
Islanders from Arran, Bute and the Cumbraes (43%) and Orkney Outer Islands (44%) are the most 
concerned about paying for heating/hot water, whereas Shetland Mainland and Connected Islands 
(33%) and Orkney Mainland and Connected islands (34%) are the least concerned.

7 The 2023 Scottish Islands survey asked about islander's perceptions of energy costs, the affordability of keeping their home warm and whether their home felt cold in the winter. The survey did not collect information 

on fuel expenditure or housing costs, which is needed to measure fuel poverty directly. A fuel poor household is defined in Scottish legislation: https://www.gov.scot/policies/home-energy-and-fuel-poverty/fuel-

poverty/

7

8 The following National statistics come from the November 2023 Public Insights monitor (PIM 2023)

Scottish Islands to Scotland comparison
8

Scottish Islanders are more likely 
to be concerned about paying for 
heating and hot water 
for their home than people from 
across Scotland.

9 islanders stated that they could not
afford to keep their home warm.

 of islanders say that their home sometimes
 feels uncomfortably cold in the winter.

Almost half of 
island respondents 
agreed that their 
home sometimes 
feels 
uncomfortably cold 
in the winter.

37%
27%

1 in 5

45% 

Concerned about paying for heating 
or hot water for the home

9 17%

https://www.gov.scot/policies/home-energy-and-fuel-poverty/fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/policies/home-energy-and-fuel-poverty/fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2023/07/public-attitudes-to-cost-of-living-and-other-topics-tracker---data-tables/documents/2023/public-insight-monitor---cost-of-living-and-other-topics---data-tables---november-2023/public-insight-monitor---cost-of-living-and-other-topics---data-tables---november-2023/govscot%3Adocument/23-24%2B-%2BSIT%2B-%2BResearch%2B-%2BScottish%2BGovernment%2BPublic%2BInsight%2BMonitor%2B-%2BNovember%2B-%2BData%2Btables%2B-%2BFor%2BPublication.xlsx


Comparisons by age
The age group where the largest proportion of 
people had to choose between keeping their 
home warm and buying food or essentials for 
their home was 61 to 65 (10%) and the age 
group where the smallest proportion had to 
choose was 66 and over (5%).

18-35 36-50 51-65 66 and over

9% 8%
10%

5%

Comparisons by income
Respondents whose households earn below £20,800 annually were more likely to agree that they have 
had to choose between keeping their home warm and buying food or essentials in the past year than 
those whose households earn a higher annual income. There is a particularly large difference between 
households earning below £20,800 and those earning between £20,800 and £36,399 annually.

17% of those whose households are earning below £20,800 per year have had to choose 

between keeping their home warm and buying food or essentials for their home.

6% of those whose households are earning between £20,800 – £36,399 per year have had to 

choose between keeping their home warm and buying food or essentials for their home.

Islanders by age group who have had to choose 
between keeping their home warm 

and buying food or essentials for their home 

1 in 10 respondents have had to choose between keeping their home 
warm and buying food or essentials in the past year.



Wellbeing

Percentage of people who stated they have 
a mental or physical health condition...

One third of islanders live with a mental or physical health condition

10 This National statistic comes from the Scottish Health Survey (2022)

27%

Comparisons by income
Almost half of islanders whose households are in the 
lowest income bracket stated that they have a mental 
or physical health condition.

Comparisons by Island region 
Shetland Mainland and Connected Islands (27%) and the 
Uists and Barra Islands (26%) have the lowest percentage 
of respondents stating that they have a mental or physical 
health condition while Arran, Bute and the Cumbraes 
(39%) and Orkney Outer Islands (40%) have the highest.

48%
of respondents whose households earn 
less than £20,800 agreed that they have 
a mental or physical health condition

24% of respondents whose households earn 
more than £52,000 agreed that they have 
a mental or physical health condition

11 Mental wellbeing scores were calculated using the Short Warwick Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (SWEMWBS) © NHS Health Scotland, University of Warwick and University 
of Edinburgh, 2008, all rights reserved. The SWEMWBS scale runs from seven (lowest mental wellbeing) to 35 (highest mental wellbeing). In England, the mean score is 23.5 with a 
standard deviation of 3.9. This means that 15% of the population can be expected to have a score >27.4 and 15% can be expected to have a score <19.6.*
* Ng Fat L, Scholes S, Boniface S, Mindell J, Stewart-Brown S. Evaluating and establishing national norms for mental wellbeing using the short Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-
being Scale (SWEMWBS): findings from the Health Survey for England. Qual Life Res. May 2017, 26(5):1129-1144.

Scottish Islands to Scotland comparison 
A lower percentage of mental or physical health conditions 
were reported in the Scottish Islands than nationally. 

10

Comparisons by age
Older islanders are most likely to report having a long-term 
mental or physical health condition. However, Mental 
Wellbeing is higher among older age groups.11

Islands Scotland

48% 31% 
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https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.scot%2Fbinaries%2Fcontent%2Fdocuments%2Fgovscot%2Fpublications%2Fstatistics%2F2023%2F12%2Fscottish-health-survey-2022-volume-1-main-report%2Fdocuments%2Fchapter-2-general-health-cardiovascular-conditions-caring-tables%2Fchapter-2-general-health-cardiovascular-conditions-caring-tables%2Fgovscot%253Adocument%2Fchapter-2-general-health-cardiovascular-conditions-caring-tables.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK


Orkney
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Connected
Islands
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Shetland Outer
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93%

53%

93%

56%

88%

59%

86%

48%

81%

32%

75%

45%

75%

45%

70%

34%

54%

21%

8 in 10 islanders agreed that they have 

access to a wide range of fruits and vegetables. 
However, only just over half agreed that fruits 
and vegetables are affordable.

Comparisons by Island region 
Affordability varies between island regions. 
Islanders from Argyll Islands and Arran and 
Bute and the Cumbraes have the lowest 
agreement that fruits and vegetables are 
affordable, and respondents from Lewis and 
Harris and Orkney Mainland and Connected 
Islands have the highest agreement that 
fruits and vegetables are affordable.

Orkney Mainland and Connected Islands 75%

Lewis and Harris 61%

Shetland Mainland and connected Islands 60%

Shetland Outer Islands 52%

Highland Islands 47%

The Uists and Barra Islands 45%

Orkney Outer Islands 44%

Arran, Bute and the Cumbraes 39%

Argyll Islands 39%

Fruits and vegetables are affordable where I live... % Agree

8 in 10 respondents agreed that there are 

places they can go to take part in sports and 
physical exercise. However, just under half agreed 
that sports facilities are affordable.

Comparisons by Island Region 
The availability and affordability of sports and physical activities vary between island regions. 9 in 10 islanders 
from Orkney and Shetland Mainland and Connected Islands agree there are places to go to take part in sports 
and physical exercise, compared to just over 1 in 2 of respondents from the Argyll Islands (54%). Fewer Argyll 
Islanders agree that sports facilities are affordable (21%) and while Shetland Mainland and Connected Islanders 
think sports facilities are widely available (93%) far fewer consider them affordable (56%).

Sports and exercise facilities are...          available        affordable

83% 47%

There are places to take 
part in physical activity

Sports facilities are 
affordable

87% 56%

Fruits and vegetables 
are accessible

Fruits and vegetables 
are affordable



Wellbeing and Cost of Living

Islanders who have physical and mental health conditions are more 
likely to be struggling with various aspects of the cost of living

13% of islanders who have a mental and/or physical health condition are not 
managing very well, have some financial difficulties, or are in deep financial trouble.
(43% are managing well or quite well.)

6% of islanders who do not have a mental and/or physical health condition are not 
managing very well, have some financial difficulties, or are in deep financial trouble. 
(54% are managing well or quite well.)

Paying for expenses 
Islanders who have a 
mental and/or physical 
health condition are more 
concerned about paying 
for expenses compared to 
those who do not have a 
mental and / or physical 
health condition.

Groceries 25% 17%

Day to day fuel/travel costs 19% 15%

Internet/mobile/TV
package(s)/ TV licence

17% 8%

Heating/ hot water for the
home

44% 31%

Concerned about paying for
the following expenses

Have a mental/
physical health
condition

Do not have a
mental/ physical
health condition

Keeping the home warm
Islanders who do not have a 
mental or physical health 
condition are more likely to say 
they can afford to keep their 
house warm compared to those 
who do.

66% of respondents without a mental or physical 
health condition stated that they could afford to keep 
their home warm.

57% of respondents with a mental or physical health 
condition stated that they could afford to keep their 
home warm.



Wellbeing is generally lower for islanders struggling with the cost of living

Average Mental Wellbeing reduces as people are 
managing less well financially

Managing
quite well

Managing
well

Getting by
alright

Don't
manage
very well

Have some
financial

difficulties

In deep
financial
trouble

25 23 22 20 20 17

Mental Wellbeing is lower for 
those who are  concerned about 
paying for expenses,  
particularly heating/ hot water, 
fuel/ travel costs, groceries, 
leisure activities/ rent, household 
repairs and debt/ loans/ credit 
card repayments.

Concerned about paying for a range of expenses in the next 2 to 3 months 21

Not concerned about paying for a range of expenses in the next 2 to 3
months 23

Disagree that they can afford to keep their home warm 21

Agree that they can afford to keep their home warm 23

Agree that their home feels uncomfortably cold in the winter 22

Disagree that their home feels uncomfortably cold in the winter 24

Have had to choose between paying for heating or essentials for their
home 20

Have not had to choose between paying for heating or essentials for their
home 23

Mental Wellbeing
Score

Mental Wellbeing Key
Low wellbeing: scores between 7-19.3
Medium wellbeing: scores between 20-27
High wellbeing: scores between 28.1-35

Useful resources 
Scottish Islands Survey Final Report (2023)
Scottish National Islands Plan Survey Report (2020)
The Scottish Islands (2023) Data Overview and Dashboard 
Scottish Islands Typologies 2024 Overview
Scottish Island Regions 2023 Overview

Photo Credit: Christina Noble

Location: Jura, Craighouse

Average Mental Wellbeing is also 
lower for islanders with a range 
of concerns related to fuel 
poverty.
Despite the differences, all 
Islanders' mental wellbeing 
scores fall within the mid-range 
for well-being.

12 Mental wellbeing scores were calculated using the Short Warwick Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (SWEMWBS) 2008

12

For more information on the Scottish Island Survey please contact:
 info@islandsteam.scot  or  islands@hutton.ac.uk

http://www.gov.scot/ISBN/9781836017547
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-islands-data-overview-2023/
https://infogram.com/1pl6y95m7p3022iqpv1mkdevrrczq6e5x59?live
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-islands-typology-overview-2024/
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs/
mailto:info@islandsteam.scot
mailto:Jonathan.Hopkins@hutton.ac.uk

