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Executive summary  

Introduction 

Rural poverty rates in Scotland rose from 13% in 2012-2015 to 18% in 2018-2021. This 

report explores this rise and the distinct challenges facing rural and island communities. It 

brings together analysis from a wide range of datasets and sources, alongside insights 

from stakeholders and experts by experience, to provide an overview of poverty trends 

and patterns of poverty in Scottish rural and island communities from 2010 onwards, as 

well as the nature of poverty experienced in these communities. The report identifies 

potential drivers of these observed changes and outlines implications for policy, practice 

and research, while also making suggestions on how to enhance the data infrastructure to 

support improved analysis of rural and island poverty. The analysis explored multiple 

poverty measures and poverty proxies to capture diverse household experiences. It also 

applied Scottish Government geographical classifications to enable granular, local level 

analysis.  

Key findings 

• While rural Scotland has overall experienced lower poverty rates than urban areas  

since 2010, significant and widening disparities in rates of poverty exist between rural, 

remote and island communities. 

 
• Remote rural areas (including most Scottish islands) and remote small towns have  

experienced a marked and consistent, although temporary, increase in relative poverty 

after housing costs between 2012 and 2017, while rates in urban areas have remained 

broadly stable.  

 

• In remote areas, the poverty rate increased from one in eight individuals to one in five  

individuals during this period, resulting in poverty rates more closely aligned with those 

seen in urban areas. 

 

• The increase in relative poverty between 2012 and 2017 primarily affected working- 

age individuals in remote areas. 

 

• Since 2018, relative poverty rates in remote areas have broadly returned to the 

lower levels seen previously.  

 

• Accessible rural areas saw a consistent, small increase in relative poverty between  

2015 and 2019 from one in seven individuals to one in six individuals.  

 

• However, a small but steady increase in child poverty was noted in accessible rural  

areas from one in seven children in 2014-17 to one in five children in 2018-21, narrowing 

the gap between child poverty rates in these areas and in the rest of Scotland over this 

period.  
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• Relative poverty rates among pensioners showed a consistent, slightly rising trend 

across Scotland, with rates remaining geographically comparable across areas. 

 

• In-work poverty increased in both remote and accessible rural areas, with rates now  

approaching those seen in the rest of Scotland.  

 

Children in low income families  

• Between 2015 (when data became available) and 2023, the proportion of children in  

relative low income families increased from one in seven to one in five across Scotland, 

with islands and remote areas experiencing the same upward trend despite lower baseline 

rates.  

 

• Island and remote areas show a distinct poverty profile, with nearly three-quarters of  

children in relative low income families having a working parent, compared to six in ten in 

other areas in Scotland.  

 

• Since 2015, relative low income families in rural, islands and remote areas have shown  

a steady increase in the proportion of children in lone parent families, and they now 

represent a majority. The opposite pattern is seen in larger cities. 

 

Fuel poverty 

• Nearly 80% of fuel poor households in remote rural areas were in extreme fuel poverty  

in 2019.  

 

• For the whole of Scotland, fuel poverty rates declined between 2013 and 2019,  

particularly in large urban areas and accessible small towns, from one in three households 

to one in four households in fuel poverty.  

 

• In 2019, households in remote rural areas experienced higher levels of fuel poverty  

than households in other geographical areas, except for households in remote small towns 

that showed similar levels. Four in ten households in remote rural areas were fuel poor in 

2019.  

 

• In 2023, one in three households were fuel poor in Scotland, indicating a reversal of  

the declining trend seen up to 2019. 

 

Food insecurity and free school meal registrations 

• Food insecurity remains lower in rural areas, affecting one in ten households compared  

to one in seven in the rest of Scotland between 2019 and 2023. Over the same period, 

free school meal registrations were also consistently lower in rural areas compared to 

other areas and showed smaller increases over time. 
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Potential drivers of rural and island poverty trends 

• These variations in poverty trends between geographical areas are likely to result from  

multiple intersecting factors related to changes in demographics, employment challenges, 

housing pressures, geopolitical changes and access to public services amongst others.   

 

• Geographical variations in demographic and employment trends are likely to be closely  

related to poverty patterns. Between 2011 and 2021, accessible rural areas experienced 

population and working-age growth with low unemployment, while remote areas faced 

working-age population decline, household composition shifts towards smaller, older 

households, and drops in the temporary employment rate that coincided with rising relative 

poverty.  

 

• Housing trends reinforced geographical poverty patterns, with remote small towns  

experiencing declining levels of owner-occupation and rising levels of private renting. The 

relative poverty increases seen between 2012 and 2017 disproportionately affected all 

renters in rural areas, among whom there was a rise in poverty. Nevertheless, rural areas 

maintained better overall housing affordability compared to urban areas, despite 

geographical convergence over time.  

 

• Rural and island communities face compounding housing pressures from short-term  

holiday lets removing residential housing stock and structural disadvantages including 

older, less energy-efficient properties with limited mains gas connection, increasing the 

risk of fuel poverty. 

 

• The views of stakeholders and experts by experience highlighted that the centralisation  

of public services (e.g. moving services to fewer, more central locations) may create 

barriers to access for rural and island communities, while limited retail competition may 

drive up local costs, creating a ‘rural premium’ that disproportionately affects low income 

households.  

 

• The lead up to and aftermath of Brexit were identified across multiple sources as  

contributing to the relative poverty increases between 2012 and 2017, with Scottish 

Government analysis confirming that many economically vulnerable areas were in rural 

and island communities. 

 

Key implications for policy, practice and research 

This analysis of rural and island poverty trends and potential drivers points to several key 

implications for policy, practice and research.  

• Geography and area accessibility are critical factors in poverty resilience, with analysis  

revealing different poverty trends and experiences across area types that require tailored 

policy responses. Without focused, place-based action that recognises these geographical 

and accessibility disparities, poverty in all its forms across demographic groups and 
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household types is unlikely to be effectively tackled, leaving these communities vulnerable 

to future fluctuations in poverty. 

 

• Remote and island communities face distinctive employment challenges including  

low wage levels, job quality, job fragmentation and seasonal patterns that increase in-work 

poverty risks beyond simple job availability issues. These factors require careful 

consideration when developing targeted interventions for different geographical areas.  

 

• The demographic profile of children in low income family households appears to be  

changing. Among relative low income households in rural and island communities, lone 

parent families now predominate. Lone parent families represent a priority family type at 

greater risk of poverty. As such, changes in the profile of household types in rural and 

island areas should be considered as part of the third Tackling Child Poverty Delivery 

Plan.  

 

• Housing pressures in remote, rural and island areas compound poverty risks as  

a demographic shift toward smaller household compositions creates supply mismatches 

with existing, predominantly larger and older, housing stock. Short-term holiday lets further 

reduce housing availability in these areas. The vulnerability of all renters to increasing 

rents was also exposed during the increase in rural poverty between 2012 and 2017. 

Policy interventions should consider these specific supply and tenure vulnerabilities in 

geographically distinct communities.   

 

• Remote rural areas require urgent fuel poverty interventions due to high rates of  

extreme fuel poverty levels and structural energy disadvantages. A comprehensive 

approach could include targeted, tenure-neutral housing energy efficiency programs for 

low income households, exploring options to enhance competition among alternative fuel 

providers and scoping out community energy solutions. However, such initiatives would be 

contingent on addressing critical skills shortages in remote rural areas and the Scottish 

islands. 

 

• A review of free school meal eligibility criteria and registration processes could help  

determine whether they adequately support rural and island families, where registrations 

remain consistently lower despite higher rates of children in relative low income working 

families. This could examine whether eligibility thresholds reflect rural living costs, and 

address registration barriers through targeted awareness campaigns. 

 

In summary, remote, rural and island households face concentrated challenges including  

increasing in-work poverty, fuel poverty and the emerging challenge of lone parent families 

becoming the dominant family type among relative low income households. Without 

targeted, cross-cutting interventions, these geographical inequalities will continue to 

undermine Scotland’s poverty reduction goals, including its ability to meet the 2030 Child 

Poverty Targets.  
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Strengthening the data infrastructure for rural and island poverty analysis 

• Data limitations continue to hamper rural and island poverty evidence, with cross- 

sectional surveys producing volatile estimates due to small sample sizes and declining 

response rates. Addressing these gaps requires strategic use of administrative data to 

improve sample efficiency. In addition, continued investment in the Scottish Island Survey 

is essential and enhanced data collection mechanisms for remote areas should be 

developed to enable reliable analysis of compound poverty challenges across all 

geographical contexts. 

 

• Comprehensive data linkage capabilities should be embedded within existing 

government data strategies to enable longitudinal, multi-dimensional poverty analysis 

across Scotland, particularly within and between mainland rural, remote and island 

communities. This requires connecting administrative datasets, surveys, and healthcare, 

employment, earnings, education, housing and transport data to understand compounding 

disadvantages, with continued investment in both administrative and survey data to 

capture contextual information. Implementation should combine immediate data 

improvements with long-term infrastructure development. This includes better use of 

existing datasets, unlocking underutilised local authority and commercial services data 

potential, and building internal Scottish Government analytical capacity.  
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1. Introduction 
This report aims to enhance understanding of the changing nature and context of poverty 

in rural and island communities in Scotland. Tackling poverty and inequality are important 

policy priorities for the Scottish Government, underpinned by a national mission to 

eradicate child poverty. In addition, the Government is committed to enhancing the lives of 

those in mainland rural Scotland via the Rural Delivery Plan by addressing key issues that 

local communities face. This will be complemented by a second National Islands Plan to 

take account of the unique challenges experienced by island communities. 

 

We know that the nature, extent, depth and experience of poverty can vary substantially 

depending on a range of factors, including where one lives. Furthermore, the patterns of 

poverty in Scotland can change over time. An increasing trend in rural poverty was noted 

from 13% 2012-20151 to 18% 2018-2021 with no such trend identified among those living 

in urban areas2. This changing rural poverty trend occurred during a period of economic 

volatility and instability, including the lead-up to and aftermath of Brexit3, and latterly the 

impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic4, as well as the war in Ukraine, among 

other factors. These events contributed to a cost of living crisis that disproportionately 

affected low income households5. Although poverty is concentrated in cities, its impacts 

can be intensified by higher costs of living for those in rural areas6.  

 

Aims 

The overarching aim of the report is to set out poverty trends and patterns from 2010 

onwards with a focus on rural and island areas in Scotland, as well as to describe the 

nature of poverty experienced in these communities. In addition, the report aims to explore 

some of the potential drivers of observed changes. Finally, implications for policy, practice 

and research are highlighted, while also making suggestions on how to enhance the data 

infrastructure to enable rural and island poverty analysis. The report is structured around 

the following research questions: 

 

1) What are the trends and patterns of poverty in rural and island communities in 

Scotland since 2010? 

 

2) What are the potential drivers of these poverty trends and patterns across different 

rural and island communities? 

 

3) What are the implications for policy, practice and research?  

 
1 Poverty rates are presented using three-year averages to provide more robust and reliable estimates.  
2 Scottish Government (2023) Rural Scotland Data Dashboard. 
3 Scottish Government (2019) Local level Brexit vulnerabilities in Scotland: Brexit Vulnerabilities Index (BVI). 
4 Scottish Government (2020) Coronavirus (COVID-19): framework for decision making – supporting 
evidence.  
5 Scottish Government (2025) Understanding the Cost of Living Crisis in Scotland.  
6 The Royal Society of Edinburgh (2023) The cost of living: impact on rural communities in Scotland.  

https://infogram.com/1pzg5qxldkwy2zf29ve97mvgdmb1dggnyrm
https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-level-brexit-vulnerabilities-scotland-brexit-vulnerabilities-index-bvi/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-framework-decision-making-supporting-evidence/pages/6/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-framework-decision-making-supporting-evidence/pages/6/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-cost-living-crisis-scotland/
https://rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/RSE-AP-The-cost-of-living-impact-on-rural-communities-in-Scotland-2023.pdf
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Methods and approach 

The report primarily focuses on analytical findings from five different datasets. The 

selection of these datasets was informed by an exercise mapping relevant, accessible 

datasets. Only those that provided poverty-related data at a granular Scottish local level, 

and where applicable at a national level for comparative purposes, were included.  

 

The five datasets are: 

 

Children in Low Income Families7 

Family Resources Survey8 

Pupil Census (Scotland)9 

Scottish Household Survey10 

Scottish House Condition Survey11 

 

A brief description of the datasets can be found in Appendix 1. The report mostly covers a 

period from 2010 to 2023 although the data availability and quality in each dataset dictated 

the exact period. As such, this excluded the period leading up to or shortly after the 2007-

2008 ‘financial crisis’ that came with its own unique challenges. This period also allowed 

for the exploration of the observed increase in rural poverty between 2012-15 and 2018-

21.  

 

To reflect the diverse nature and experience of poverty that households may experience, a 

variety of income-based poverty outcomes and poverty proxies were explored12. A full list 

of outcomes and their definitions can be found in Appendix 1 and 2. Meetings to discuss 

emerging findings were held in 2025 with relevant stakeholders13 and expert by 

experience panel members14. Contributions from the stakeholders and panel members 

have been embedded in chapters where relevant. Findings have been supplemented with 

evidence from previous Scottish Government publications and reports from a range of 

research institutions. Only a selection of the findings and resulting graphs and figures are 

included in the main report. Further analysis is included within the supplementary material. 

 

Given the report’s focus on people who live in rural and island communities in Scotland, 

where possible, the Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification (SGURC) was used 

(Figure 1). This is a consistent way of defining urban and rural areas across Scotland. The 

 
7 Department for Work and Pensions (2025). Children in low income families: local area statistics: 
background information and methodology (UK Government).  
8 Department for Work and Pensions (2025). Family Resources Survey (UK Government).  
9 Scottish Government (n.d.) School education statistics.  
10 Scottish Government (n.d.) About the Scottish Household Survey.  
11 Scottish Government (n.d.) Scottish House Condition Survey.  
12 Poverty estimates with confidence intervals are not presented in this report. The estimates are provided to 
show indicative trends over time and should not be considered official statistics. Where relevant, references 
have been provided to the official statistics with confidence intervals.  
13 Scottish Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel, NHS Health Boards and Health and Social Care Partnerships 
(Orkney, Shetland, Western Isles), Rural Stakeholder Group.  
14 Expert by experience panel members from Aberdeenshire and Argyll and Bute, coordinated through the 
Poverty Alliance’s ‘Taking Action on Rural Poverty’ project.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/family-resources-survey--2
https://www.gov.scot/collections/school-education-statistics/#pupilcharacteristicsandclasssizesfromthepupilcensus
https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-household-survey/
https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-house-condition-survey/
https://www.povertyalliance.org/taking-action-on-rural-poverty/
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classification is based upon two main criteria: (i): population, as defined by the National 

Records of Scotland, and (ii) accessibility, based on drive time analysis to differentiate 

between accessible and remote areas in Scotland15, resulting in 2 to 8-fold urban/rural 

classifications. Using the 6-fold SGURC, most Scottish islands are defined as ‘remote 

rural’ in their entirety, with a smaller number of larger islands containing settlements 

classified as ‘remote small towns’. Where the SGURC could not be applied, the alternative 

Rural and Environment Science and Analytical Services (RESAS) classification was used 

that allocates local authorities according to their level of rurality resulting in four different 

groups16. Within this classification, some Scottish islands fall within the ‘islands and 

remote’ category (e.g. those within Argyll and Bute, Shetland Islands, Orkney Islands, and 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar), while others are part of local authorities classified as ‘mainly 

rural’ (e.g. Highland Council and North Ayrshire Council). To enable a closer examination 

of how the experience of poverty may differ across the Scottish islands we explored, 

where possible, how poverty indicators differed between the nine Scottish island regions17. 

See Appendix 3 for an overview of the geographical classifications.  

 

Figure 1. Map of Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification (2020).  

 
15 Scottish Government (2022) Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification 2020. 
16 Scottish Government (2018) Understanding the Scottish rural economy: research paper.  
17 Scottish Government (2023) Scottish island regions 2023: overview. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-island-regions-2023-overview/
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2. Trends and patterns of poverty in rural 

and island communities in Scotland  
 

Key findings 

 

Trends in rural and island poverty 

 

• Post-2010 analysis showed that while rural Scotland continues to experience lower  

overall poverty rates than urban areas, significant and changing disparities in rates of 

poverty exist between and within rural, remote and island communities.  

 

• Remote rural areas (including most Scottish islands) and remote small towns18 have  

experienced a marked and consistent, although temporary, increase in relative poverty 

after housing costs between 2012 and 2017, a trend not seen elsewhere in Scotland.  

 

• In remote areas, the poverty rate increased from one in eight individuals to one in five  

individuals during this period, resulting in poverty rates more closely aligned with those 

seen in urban areas. 

 

• The steep increase in relative poverty primarily affected working-age individuals in  

remote areas.  

 

• Since 2018, relative poverty rates in remote areas have broadly returned to the  

lower levels seen before this period.  

 

• Accessible rural areas only saw a consistent small increase in relative poverty between  

2015 and 2019 from one in seven individuals to one in six individuals.  

 

• Child poverty continued to be less prevalent in accessible rural areas than in the rest of  

Scotland between 2010-13 and 2020-23. 

 

• However, a small but steady increase in child poverty was noted in accessible  

rural areas from one in seven children in 2014-17 to one in five children in 2018-21, 

narrowing the gap between child poverty rates in these areas and in the rest of Scotland 

during this period.  

 

• Relative poverty rates among pensioners showed a consistent, slightly rising trend  

 
18 The Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification (SGURC) was used where possible to define urban 
and rural areas across Scotland. Using the 6-fold SGURC, most Scottish islands are defined as ‘remote 
rural’ in their entirety, with a smaller number of larger islands containing settlements classified as ‘remote 
small towns’. 
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across Scotland, with rates remaining geographically comparable across areas. In 2020-

23, approximately one in seven pensioners were in relative poverty, up from one in eight in 

2010-13. 

 

• In-work poverty increased in both remote and accessible rural areas, with rates now  

approaching those seen in the rest of Scotland. Approximately one in seven working 

households were in poverty.  

 

Children in low income families 

 

• In addition to child poverty rates, data on children in low income families were explored  

to provide a more robust and complete picture of economic disadvantage and family 

structures across different geographical areas.  

 

• Despite lower baseline rates of children in low income families, islands and  

remote areas19 experienced the same rising trend affecting all of Scotland. Overall, the 

proportion of children in relative low income families has increased from one in seven to 

one in five children between 2015 and 202320.   

 

• Importantly, islands and remote areas showed a distinct poverty profile: nearly three 

quarters of children in relative low income families are in families where someone is in 

work compared to six in ten in other areas.  

 

• Since 2015, relative low income families in rural, islands and remote areas have shown  

a steady increase in the proportion of children in lone parent families, and they now 

represent a majority. The opposite pattern is seen in larger cities. 

 

Fuel poverty 

 

• In Scotland, fuel poverty rates declined between 2013 and 2019, particularly in large  

urban areas and accessible small towns, from one in three households to one in four 

households in fuel poverty.  

 

• In 2019, households in remote rural areas experienced higher levels of fuel poverty  

than households in other geographical areas, except for households in remote small towns 

that showed similar levels. Four in ten households in remote rural areas were fuel poor in 

2019. 

 

 
19 Where the Scottish Government urban rural classification could not be applied, the alternative Rural and 
Environmental Science and Analytical Services (RESAS) classification was used which allocates local 
authorities according to their level of rurality in four categories. Within this classification, some Scottish 
islands fall within the ‘islands and remote’ category (e.g. those within Argyll and Bute, Shetland Islands, 
Orkney Islands, and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar), while others are part of local authorities classified as 
‘mainly rural’ (e.g. Highland Council and North Ayrshire Council). 
20 The Children in Low Income Families dataset only provides data from the financial year ending 2015 
onwards. 
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• In 2013, in remote rural areas nearly seven in ten fuel poor households were in  

extreme fuel poverty. Nearly eight in ten fuel poor households were in extreme fuel poverty 

by 2019.  

 

• In 2023, one in three households were fuel poor in Scotland, indicating a reversal of  

the declining trend seen up to 2019. 

 

Poverty proxies 

• Food insecurity remains lower in rural areas compared to the rest of Scotland. In  

2019-22 and 2020-23, approximately one in ten households in rural areas were food 

insecure compared to one in seven households in the rest of Scotland. 

 

• Free school meal registrations increased across Scotland between 2018 and 2023,  

with rural areas showing the smallest rise and thus retaining lower registration rates 

compared to other geographical areas.   
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Findings 

Relative and absolute poverty 

In the period since 2010 relative poverty21 rates in rural areas remained lower compared to 

urban areas. Despite this, relative poverty rates steadily increased between 2012 and 

2018 in rural areas but not in urban areas, narrowing the gap (Figure 2). However, 

between 2019-22 and 2020-23, relative poverty rates in rural areas in Scotland reduced, 

widening the gap again between urban and rural areas, although most recent data 

suggested a reversal of this trend22.  

 
Figure 2. Proportion of people who are living in relative poverty after housing costs 
(Scotland). 

 
Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 2-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for 2018-21 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 
 

  

 
21 Relative poverty is a commonly used measure that considers someone to be in poverty if their income is 
below 60% of the UK median income. Unless otherwise stated, relative poverty estimates are presented 
after taking into consideration housing costs.   
22 Scottish Government (2025) Poverty and income inequality in Scotland 2021-24. 

https://data.gov.scot/poverty/
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At a lower level of geography, a more nuanced picture emerged, though some rates are 

volatile due to reduced sample sizes23. There was a steep increase in relative poverty in 

remote rural areas and remote small towns24 between 2012 and 2017, before rates 

decreased to previously observed levels (Figure 3). For example, the rate of relative 

poverty doubled from 11% to 22% in remote small towns during this period (temporarily 

exceeding the urban rate). Accessible rural areas only saw a consistent slight increase 

from 2015-18 onwards. A diverging trend of decreasing relative poverty was noted in 

accessible small towns but rates are volatile. These trends were mirrored when looking at 

relative severe poverty as well as when exploring both outcomes for working-age people 

only25. 

 
Figure 3. Proportion of people who are living in relative poverty after housing costs 
(Scotland). 

 
Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for large and other urban areas can be found in the supporting 
documentation. Estimates for 2018-21 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 

 
  

 
23 Rates are more volatile due to the use of two-year averages instead of 3-year averages as a result of 
impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on the survey in combination with small sample sizes when stratifying by 
the 6-fold Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification. 
24 Within the 6-fold Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification, most Scottish islands are defined as 
‘remote rural’ in their entirety, with a smaller number of larger islands containing settlements classified as 
‘remote small towns’.  
25 Relative severe poverty considers someone to be in severe poverty if their income is below 50% of the UK 

median income. Unless otherwise stated, severe relative poverty estimates are presented after taking into 

consideration housing costs.   
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The relative poverty rate among pensioners showed a consistent, slightly rising trend 

across all areas in Scotland, increasing from around 12% in 2010-13 to around 15% in 

2020-23, with rates remaining geographically comparable (Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Proportion of pensioners who are living in relative poverty after housing costs 
(Scotland). 
 

2010
–13 

2011
–14 

2012
–15 

2013
–16 

2014
–17 

2015
–18 

2016
–19 

2017
–20 

2018
–21 

2019
–22 

2020
–23 

Scotland 12% 12% 12% 12% 13% 14% 15% 14% 14% 15% 15% 

Rest of 
Scotland 

11% 12% 12% 13% 14% 15% 15% 15% 14% 15% 15% 

Accessible 
rural areas 

12% 11% 12% 15% 16% 16% 14% 15% 16% 17% 14% 

Remote rural 
areas 

[u] [u] [u] [u] [u] [u] [u] [u] [u] [u] [u] 

Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 3-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for 2018-21 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 
[u]: Unreliable due to small sample size. Rest of Scotland includes urban areas and small 
towns.  

 
The rate of child poverty has been broadly stable across Scotland since 2010, although a 

small but mostly steady increase was seen in rural child poverty mirroring the period of the 

relative poverty increase seen among all people (Figure 2)26 before returning to previous 

levels. Some differences were noted between geographical areas. For example, a distinct 

gap in the relative child poverty rate between accessible rural areas and the rest of 

Scotland remained between 2010 and 2013: the rate of relative child poverty was 15% 

among children living in accessible rural areas (2010-13), compared to 22% in the rest of 

Scotland (Figure 4). For the latter, this increased to 28% in 2020-23, whereas the former 

remained stable at 16%27. A similar upward trend was noted when exploring severe 

relative child poverty28 for the rest of Scotland, whereas the rate remained consistent in 

accessible rural areas. The gap in the absolute poverty rate, whereby children live in a 

household with an income below 60% of the 2010/11 UK median income, has been 

broadly stable; children living in remote rural areas are less likely to be living in absolute 

 
26 Rates are more volatile due to the use of two-year averages instead of 3-year averages as a result of 
impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on the survey in combination with small sample sizes. 
27 Scottish Child Payment (SCP) was only introduced in 2021. Presented findings will not have fully captured 
the potential impacts of SCP on child poverty rates considering the time window covered in combination with 
limitations around capturing SCP receipt as part of household income used to estimate the rate of child 
poverty.  
28 Severe relative child poverty considers a child to be in severe relative poverty if their household income is 

below 50% of the UK median income. Unless otherwise stated, severe relative child poverty estimates are 

presented after taking into consideration housing costs.   
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poverty compared to those living in the rest of Scotland (15% versus 23% in 2010-13 and 

15% versus 24% in 2020-23). 

 

Figure 4. Proportion of children living in relative poverty after housing costs (Scotland). 

 
Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 3-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for 2018-21 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 
Remote rural area estimates are unreliable due to small sample size and cannot be 
presented. Rest of Scotland includes urban areas and small towns.  
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Household characteristics and poverty  

Poverty trends and patterns may differ depending on household characteristics. The 

relative poverty rate among households with a disabled person saw a sustained increase 

over time in accessible rural areas, from 15% in 2010-23 to 21% in 2020-23, while 

remaining broadly stable in the rest of Scotland at 23% in 2010-13 and 25% in 2020-23. In 

addition, there was a marked increase in the relative poverty rate among single adult 

households in rural areas from 24% in 2010-13 to 32% in 2015-18, before a steady decline 

to levels previously seen. In contrast, the relative poverty rate among single adult 

households in urban areas remained broadly stable over the same period. Similar poverty 

trends and patterns were noted when restricting these analyses to working-age people.  

 

Remote rural and accessible rural areas both experienced increases in the rates of 

working-age poverty among working households, peaking in 2016-19 and 2018-21 

respectively, before broadly stabilizing, while the rest of Scotland saw a marginal upward 

trend since 2010 (Figure 5). Despite recent improvements, poverty rates in rural working 

households continue to be more closely aligned with urban rates and remain higher than 

before 2014-17.  

 

Figure 5. Proportion of working-age people in a working household who are living in 

relative poverty after housing costs (Scotland).  

 
Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 3-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for 2018-21 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 
Rest of Scotland includes urban areas and small towns. 
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Children in low income families 

This section presents an analysis of the ‘Children in Low Income Families (CiLIF) 

dataset’29,30. Data on children in low income families were explored to provide a more 

robust and complete picture of economic disadvantage and family structures across 

different geographical areas. The proportion of children in relative low income families 

continues to be the lowest in islands and remote areas31 compared to other areas, despite 

a steady increase over time across geographical areas32. Figure 6 shows that 10.5% of 

children in island and remote communities were in relative low income families in 2015 

compared to 17.8% in 202333. In 2015, 13-14% of the children in mainly rural or urban with 

substantial rural areas were in relative low income families, increasing to 20-21% in 2023. 

The increase in the proportion of children in relative low income families was even more 

pronounced among those in large cities. A similar upward trend and geographical pattern 

was found when focusing on children in absolute low income families34.  

 
Figure 6. Proportion of children in relative low income families (Scotland).

 

Source: Children in Low Income Families (CiLIF) using the 4-fold Rural and Environment 
Science and Analytical Services classification. Caution needed for the interpretation of 
2021 estimates due to the impact of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 

 
29 Relative low income is defined as families with an equivalised gross income below 60% of the UK median 
before housing costs. Equivalisation considers differences in household size and composition to make 
income comparison across households more meaningful.  
30 Families are included in the Children in Low Income Families (CiLIF) dataset if one adult is claiming Child 
Benefit and other DWP and HMRC household benefits (i.e. Universal Credit, Housing Benefit) and Tax 
Credits at any given point in the year of interest. This report uses CiLIF statistics based on the pre-March 
2025 methodology, before recent methodological updates were implemented.    
31 Within the Rural and Environmental Science and Analytical Services classification, some Scottish islands 
fall within the ‘islands and remote’ category (e.g. those within Argyll and Bute, Shetland Islands, Orkney 
Islands, and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar), while others are part of local authorities classified as ‘mainly rural’ 
(e.g. Highland Council and North Ayrshire Council). 
32 A child is defined as an individual aged under 16. 
33 The Children in Low Income Families (CiLIF) dataset is only available from the financial year 2015 
onwards due to limitations in the coverage in the data source underpinning CiLIF. 
34 Absolute low income is defined as families with an equivalised gross income below 60% of the UK median 
before housing costs in the year 2010/2011. Equivalisation considers differences in household size and 
composition to make income comparison across households more meaningful. 
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In island and remote communities, children in relative low income families are much more 

likely to be in a working household compared with other areas, with nearly three in four 

living in families where someone is in work35. This was followed at a distance by those 

living in mainly rural areas (Figure 7), a gap that has widened since 2015. A similar trend 

was observed when exploring family work status among children in absolute low income 

families.  

 
Figure 7. Proportion of children in relative low income families by work status – in working 
families.  

 
Source: Children in Low Income Families (CiLIF) using the 4-fold Rural and Environment 
Science and Analytical Services classification. Caution needed for the interpretation of 
2021 estimates due to the impact of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 
 
Since 2015, relative low income families in rural, islands and remote areas have shown a 

steady increase in the proportion of children in lone parent families36, and they now 

represent a majority. The opposite pattern is seen in larger cities (Figure 8). Among 

absolute low income families, this steady increase in the proportion of children in lone 

parent families was apparent across all geographical areas including larger cities. On a 

population level, a decrease in the proportion of lone parent families has been observed 

between 2011 and 202237, although this analysis was not restricted to families claiming 

means-tested benefits as is the case in the CiLIF dataset.   

 
  

 
35 A family who, combined, have been in employment or self-employment for over 26 weeks of the year.  
36 An adult who is claiming Child Benefit and other DWP/HMRC household benefits or Tax Credits, and 
dependent children. In addition, the parent/guardian had no partnerships at any point in the year.  
37 Scotland’s Census (2024) Scotland’s Census 2022 – Demography and migration.  

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-reports/scotland-s-census-2022-demography-and-migration/
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Figure 8. Proportion of children in relative low income families by family type – in lone 
parent families.  

 
Source: Children in Low Income Families (CiLIF) using the 4-fold Rural and Environment 
Science and Analytical Services classification. Caution needed for the interpretation of 
2021 estimates due to the impact of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 
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Fuel poverty and heating satisfaction  
 
Rates of fuel poverty38 declined in Scotland overall from 31.7% in 2013 to 24.6% in 2019. 

However, over the same period, no such declining trend was noted in remote rural areas 

or remote small towns (Figure 9).  

 
Figure 9. Proportion of households in fuel poverty (Scotland).   

 
Source: Scottish House Condition Survey using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban 
Rural Classification. 
 
In 2019, four in ten households in remote rural areas were in fuel poverty, and this rate 

was higher compared to other geographical areas, except for remote small towns where 

rates were broadly similar. As such, rates of fuel poverty have become more divergent 

over time when comparing households in remote areas with those in other geographical 

areas. In 2023, the fuel poverty rate was 34% in Scotland indicating a reversal of the 

declining trend seen up to 201939. The recent data showed a similar geographical pattern 

with the highest rates of fuel poverty in remote rural areas and remote small towns with 

two in five households in these areas experiencing fuel poverty. 

 

Across geographical areas, rates of extreme fuel poverty40 declined or remained relatively 

stable between 2013 and 2019. However, in remote rural areas, the proportion of 

 
38 A household is in fuel poverty if, in order to maintain a satisfactory heating regime, total fuel costs 
necessary for the home are more than 10% of the household’s adjusted net income (after housing costs), 
and if after deducting fuel costs, benefits received for a care need or disability and childcare costs, the 
household’s remaining adjusted net income is insufficient to maintain an acceptable standard of living. The 
remaining adjusted net income must be at least 90% of the UK Minimum Income Standard (MIS) to be 
considered an acceptable standard of living, with an additional amount added for households in remote rural, 
remote small town and island (RRRSTI) areas. The methodology used to estimate fuel poverty trends 
between 2013-2019 matches the methodology of the 2019 SHCS key findings report and not subsequent 
releases. See the 2022 SHCS methodology notes, section 1.5 for a comparison between methodologies.  
39 Scottish Government (2023) Scottish House Condition Survey: 2023 key findings.  
40 A household is in fuel poverty if, in order to maintain a satisfactory heating regime, total fuel costs 
necessary for the home are more than 20% of the household’s adjusted net income (after housing costs), 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/3-fuel-poverty/
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households in extreme fuel poverty was 24.6% in 2013 compared with 31.8% in 2019, 

while similar. Among fuel poor households in remote rural areas, nearly eight in ten were 

in extreme fuel poverty in 2019 compared to approximately five in ten in other areas 

(Figure 10). More recent estimates suggest that in Scotland overall, levels of extreme fuel 

poverty have increased from 12.4% in 2019 to 19.4% in 2023. Evidence from the Scottish 

House Condition Survey (2023) indicates that households with incomes below £15,000, 

social sector tenants, properties using electricity as the primary heating fuel, dwellings with 

poor energy ratings and households outside gas grid coverage were more likely to be in 

extreme fuel poverty41.  

 
Figure 10. Depth of fuel poverty among fuel poor households (Scotland).  

  
Source: Scottish House Condition Survey using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban 
Rural Classification.  
 
Views from the experts by experience panel suggested that households outside gas grid 

coverage had limited options to purchase alternative fuel due to restricted supplier 

competition and unregulated prices. Addressing heating costs was highlighted as an 

important priority for supporting people facing financial hardship in remote rural and island 

communities. Panel members reported that those unable to adequately heat their homes 

during cold and windy weather experienced negative impacts on their physical and mental 

health, indicating that fuel poverty could also be seen as a public health concern.  

 

Household’s views on their ability to keep warm in the winter provide a useful context for 

understanding fuel poverty statistics and energy efficiency in the home. Heating 

 
and if after deducting fuel costs, benefits received for a care need or disability and childcare costs, the 
household’s remaining adjusted net income is insufficient to maintain an acceptable standard of living. The 
remaining adjusted net income must be at least 90% of the UK Minimum Income Standard (MIS) to be 
considered an acceptable standard of living, with an additional amount added for households in remote rural, 
remote small town and island (RRRSTI) areas. 
41 Scottish Government (2023) Scottish House Condition Survey: 2023 key findings.  

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2025/01/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/documents/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/govscot%3Adocument/Scottish%2BHouse%2BCondition%2BSurvey%2B2023%2BKey%2BFindings.pdf
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satisfaction42 has improved across geographical areas; in 2012 approximately one in four 

households reported that their heating kept them warm enough only sometimes or never in 

winter compared to approximately one in six in 2019. However, this trend was reversed 

somewhat when looking at more recent estimates with one in five households reporting 

heating dissatisfaction in 2023. In general, satisfaction with heating was slightly higher in 

accessible small towns and other urban areas while urban and remote areas were more 

likely to be dissatisfied. In 2023, 28.7% of island households reported that their heating 

kept them warm enough only sometimes or never in winter compared to 21.7% in Scotland 

overall.  

  

 
42 Heating satisfaction is measured in the Scottish Household Survey as follows: ‘During the winter months, 
do you generally find that your heating keeps you warm enough at home or not? Response options: never; 
only some of the time; yes, always; don’t know. Heating dissatisfaction was defined as households reporting 
that their heating kept them never or only some of the time warm enough at home during the winter months.  
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Perceived household finances, affordability of transport and childcare  

An alternative way of understanding the experience of poverty is exploring how well 

households report they are managing financially43. Despite some volatility in the estimates 

between 2010 and 2016, the proportion of households reporting some or deep financial 

difficulties declined over that time resulting in closely aligned rates across geographical 

areas (Figure 11). Most recent estimates from 2023 indicated that 1.8% of Scottish 

islanders reported some or deep financial difficulties, while the Scottish rate was 4.0%.  

 

Figure 11. Managing financially, proportion agreeing to some or deep financial difficulties 

(Scotland). 

 
Source: Scottish Household Survey using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. 
 
Household’s views on the affordability of transport and childcare provide a useful context 

in understanding the experiences of poverty. Across all geographical areas, an 

improvement in the perceived affordability of transport was observed between 2022-23 

whereby a smaller proportion of households reported difficulties affording transport, with 

the sharpest decline seen in both accessible (14.9% versus 6.3%) and remote rural areas 

(13.9% versus 7.3%) versus the rest of Scotland (10.4% versus 8.4%)44. This compared to 

5.9% of households on the islands (2023). Further data are required to see whether this 

trend continues over time. 

 

 
43 Managing financially is measured in the Scottish Household Survey as follows: ‘How are you and your 
household managing financially these days?’. Response options: manage very well; manage quite well; get 
by alright; don’t manage very well; have some financial difficulties; are in deep financial trouble; don’t know. 
44 The transport affordability question was newly added to the Scottish Household Survey in 2021. Transport 
affordability was measured as follows: ‘How easy or difficult do you find it to afford your individual travel 
costs’? Response options: very easy; fairly easy; neither easy nor difficult; fairly difficult; very difficult; don’t 
know.  
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Approximately one in four households reported difficulties affording childcare in 2018-19 

and this was broadly comparable across geographical areas45. In 2022-23 this reduced to 

approximately one in seven households, most likely coinciding with the phased roll-out of 

funded childcare in Scotland from 2021 onwards46. Only one in ten island households 

reported difficulties affording childcare in 202347. However, views from stakeholders and 

the experts by experience panel highlighted that in some island and rural communities, 

childcare opportunities were not available, partly due to recruitment challenges in early 

years education, or did not meet the needs of the families, suggesting that the availability 

of sufficient childcare places, and not affordability, was the most pertinent issue.  

 

  

 
45 The childcare affordability question was newly added to the Scottish Household Survey in 2018. Childcare 
affordability was measured as follows: ‘How easy or difficult do you find it to afford the childcare your 
household requires’? Response options: very easy; easy; neither easy nor difficult; difficult; very difficult. 
46 Scottish Government (n.d.) Early education and care. 
47 Transport and childcare affordability are only relevant if services are available and meet the requirements 
of local communities.  

https://www.gov.scot/policies/early-education-and-care/early-learning-and-childcare/
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Food security and free school meal registrations 

Food insecurity remains lower in rural areas compared to the rest of Scotland. 

Approximately one in ten households in rural areas were food insecure compared to one in 

seven households in the rest of Scotland (Table 2)48. A similar pattern was noted when 

focusing on households with children, with lower rates of food insecurity observed in rural 

households compared to urban households, 13% versus 25% respectively (2020-23).  

 

Table 2. Proportion of people living in food insecure households (Scotland).  
 

2019–22 2020-23 

Scotland 14% 16% 

Rest of Scotland 16% 18% 

Accessible rural areas 9% 11% 

Remote rural areas 9% 7% 

Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 3-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for 2019-22 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 
Rest of Scotland includes urban areas and small towns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
48 Household food security questions were newly added to the Family Resources Survey in 2019-20. They 
ask about whether people were worried about running out of food, had to reduce meal sizes or skip meals.  



30 

The proportion of children registered for free school meals49 in primary school (P6-P7) 

increased across geographical areas from 2018 to 2023 with the steepest increase in 

large urban areas and remote small towns, 6.2% and 7.0% respectively50 (Figure 12). 

Both accessible and remote rural areas continue to have substantially lower rates of 

children registered for free school meals compared to other areas. This trend was also 

reflected among secondary school children (S1-S6).  

 

Figure 12. Proportion of primary school pupils (P6—P7) registered for free school meals 

(Scotland).  

 
Source: Pupil Census using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural Classification. 
Caution needed for the interpretation of 2021 estimates due to the impact of the 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 

  

 
49 Data on free school meal registrations are collected on an annual basis in the Pupil Census since 2018. A 
pupil is considered registered for free school meals regardless of whether their eligibility is under national 
eligibility criteria or local initiatives. 
50 A stepwise expansion of free school meal registrations was implemented among primary schools between 
2015 and 2022 and as such data are only presented on pupils in primary year 6-7 and secondary year 1-6. 
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3. Potential drivers of poverty trends in rural 

and island communities in Scotland  

Key findings  

 

Shifting demographics 

• Between 2011 and 2021, accessible rural areas experienced the strongest population  

and working-age growth, while remote small towns saw population decline, an 8.2% drop 

in working-age residents, and a shift toward single-person, childless, and older 

households. Working-age populations grew only in accessible rural areas and large urban 

areas.  

 

Employment challenges 

• The increase in relative poverty in remote small towns and remote rural areas between  

2012 and 2017 coincided with a temporary decline in employment rates. Accessible rural 

areas maintained the lowest unemployment rates while large urban areas consistently 

showed the highest.  

 

• Rural employment showed significant sectoral variation between 2015 and 2023, with  

land-based industries experiencing substantial growth while the energy supply sector 

declined markedly.  

 

Housing pressures 

• Housing tenure patterns varied by geography, with householders in remote small towns  

experiencing the largest decline in owner-occupation alongside increased private renting, 

while the proportion of owner-occupiers increased in remote and accessible rural areas 

between 2010 and 2023.  

 

• Householders in large urban areas consistently spend a higher proportion of income on 

housing than other areas, with those in rural areas maintaining the best housing 

affordability ratios51 despite geographical convergence over time.  

 

• The uptick in relative poverty between 2012 and 2017 disproportionately affected  

householders in different tenure types. Renters in rural areas experienced sharp increases 

in relative poverty that led to temporary geographical convergence in poverty rates with the 

rest of Scotland, while homeowners maintained stable relative poverty rates across all 

geographical areas. Similar patterns by household tenure were apparent for working-age 

people, children and pensioners.  

 

• Stakeholders and experts by experience expressed a view that short-term holiday lets  

 
51 Housing affordability defined as the median housing cost to net unequivalised income ratio. 
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were intensifying housing pressures and reducing affordability in rural and island 

communities by removing stock from the long-term residential market. Scottish 

Government analysis provided some support for this trend, though further research would 

be needed to establish this impact. 

 

Housing stock and energy infrastructure 

• The housing stock in rural and island communities increases fuel poverty risks and has  

knock-on impacts on other poverty outcomes. Rural and island areas have proportionally 

more older, larger, detached properties with lower energy efficiency ratings, combined with 

limited gas grid access that forces reliance on more expensive, often unregulated heating 

fuels or electricity. This housing stock disadvantage will continue to hamper poverty 

resilience in these communities.  

 

Access to public and essential services 

• Stakeholders and experts by experience suggested that the centralisation of services  

(e.g. moving services to fewer, more central locations) may create barriers to access, 

while limited retail competition may increase costs, compounding disadvantages for low 

income remote, rural and island households.  

 

Geopolitical developments 

• Stakeholders and experts by experience identified the lead up to Brexit  

as a contributing factor to increasing poverty rates in rural and island communities 

between 2012 and 2017, with Scottish Government analysis confirming that many of the 

most economically vulnerable areas were located in Scottish rural and island areas.   
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Findings 

The observed changes in the trends and patterns of poverty across geographical areas 

are likely due to a complex interplay of various factors spanning domains including 

demographics, employment, housing, welfare policy, geopolitical developments and 

availability and delivery of public services. 

Shifting demographics  

Over a 10-year period (2011-2021) there were substantial changes in levels of population 

growth across several geographical areas (Figure 13). The largest change was observed 

in accessible rural areas where an increase of 10.6% was noted, and this was followed at 

a distance by large urban areas (5.1%). In contrast, remote small towns were the only 

geographical area that saw a steady decline in population numbers and to a certain extent 

remote rural areas. The remote areas that saw a population decline include the same 

geographical areas that saw an increase in relative poverty between 2012 and 2017.  

 
Figure 13. Proportion population change 2011-2021 (Scotland). 

 
Source: National Records of Scotland via Urban Rural Dashboard (2021) using the 
Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural Classification.  
 

These population trends are associated with a changing age profile across areas. For 

example, over the same period the only two areas that saw an increase in the proportion 

of working-age people included accessible rural areas and large urban areas, a 5.8% and 

3.9% growth respectively (Table 3). In addition, findings covering the period from 2011 to 

2021 indicate that the age distribution in remote rural areas continues to be different from 

other areas with smaller numbers of working-age people52. Whereas the proportion of 

 
52 National Records of Scotland (2021) NRS Urban Rural Dashboard.  

https://scotland.shinyapps.io/nrs-urban-rural-dashboard/
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people aged 65 years and over is increasing across Scotland, this trend is particularly 

strong in accessible rural areas (32.4% growth), with the lowest growth in large urban 

areas (12.2%) and remote small towns (14.8%).  

 

Table 3. Proportion age distribution change 2011-2021 (Scotland).  
 

0-15 years  16-64 years 65+ years 

 % change % change % change 

Scotland -0.5 0.2 19.8 

Large urban areas 3.9 3.9 12.2 

Other urban areas -3.6 -3.4 21.3 

Accessible small towns -4.0 -3.5 23.9 

Remote small towns -10.8 -8.2 14.8 

Accessible rural areas 5.9 5.8 32.4 

Remote rural areas -10.4 -4.5 23.5 

Source: National Records of Scotland via Urban Rural Dashboard (2021) using the 
Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural Classification.  

 

Between 2010 and 2023 different geographical areas experienced distinct changes in the 

profile of household types. The only household types that saw an increase in remote rural 

areas were older smaller53 and single older54 households, by 2.0% and 3.6% respectively. 

In contrast, remote small towns saw an increase in single55 and small adult56 households 

(4.8% versus 5.4%) and to a smaller extent in single older households. This was combined 

with a substantial decrease of 6.2% in small family57 household types. As such, the 

increase in relative poverty in remote areas may reflect a higher and increasing proportion 

of smaller, older households at risk of poverty.   

 

Views from the experts by experience panel highlighted that an increase in the proportion 

of pensioners in certain geographical areas may reduce poverty resilience, as most 

pensioners are on a fixed income. This means that if prices rise considerably, pensioners 

may find it harder to make ends meet and are likely to have limited opportunities to find 

alternative sources of income. However, it is worth nothing that pensioners are less likely 

to be in relative poverty after housing costs than other groups (Table 1).   

 
 
 

 
53 Contains one adult of working-age and one of pensionable age and no children, or two adults of 
pensionable age and no children.  
54 Contains one adult of pensionable age (65 years) and no children.  
55 Contains one adult of working-age and no children.  
56 Contains two adults of working-age and no children.  
57 Contains two adults of any age and one or two children.  



35 

Employment challenges 

The rate of employment and the types of industries in which people are employed differ 

across geographical areas. Whereas the employment rate58 of the highest income 

householder59 for Scotland showed a steady upward trend between 2010 and 2019, a 

temporary downward trend was observed for remote small towns and remote rural areas. 

The employment rate of the highest income householder dropped from 80.5% in 2013, to 

71.0% in 2014 in remote small towns, before returning to levels previously seen by 

2017/18 (Figure 14). A less pronounced decrease in the employment rate was noted in 

remote rural areas after an initial peak at 83.6% in 2014 to 76.8% in 2016 before returning 

to levels seen earlier. In general, householders in accessible rural areas have the highest 

rate of employment and the lowest rate is consistently observed in large urban areas. This 

pattern was also reflected in more recent data from 2023. The decrease in the 

employment rate in remote areas broadly mirrored the uptick in relative poverty noted in 

the same period (Figure 3).    

 
Figure 14. Employment status of highest income householder, in employment (Scotland).  

 
Source: Scottish Household Survey using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for other urban areas, accessible small towns and Scotland 
overall can be found in the supporting documentation. No data are presented for 2020 and 
2021 due to the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 

 

 
58 Proportion of households where the highest income household is in employment or self-employed. 
59 The highest income householder is the person in the household who has the highest personal income 
from all sources.  



36 

Stakeholders and members of the expert by experience panel were of the view that levels 

of unemployment are currently low in rural and island areas with many people working 

multiple part-time jobs to fit around caring responsibilities. In addition, they perceived that 

there were many more jobs than people to fill them and that labour shortages were 

particularly felt in the early years setting, health and construction. At a community level, 

these shortages hampered business growth and at an individual level people were unable 

to take up certain jobs because, for example, the required childcare provision was not 

available. They also suggested that efforts to shift from fossil fuels to renewable energy 

production in rural and island areas led to a decrease in well-paid jobs in the fossil fuel 

industry that were replaced with lower-paid jobs in the renewable energy industry that 

often required a different skill set.   

 

Between 2015 and 2023, rural industry sectors remained stable in their job composition 

distribution but varied significantly in growth. The largest sectors were wholesale and retail 

trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles (40,000 jobs), followed by human health 

and social work activities (39,000) and accommodation and food service activities 

(37,000). Similar patterns were observed in 2023. Over the same period, agriculture, 

forestry and fishing (i.e. land-based industries) demonstrated the highest growth at 129%, 

while electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply (i.e. the energy supply sector) 

experienced the steepest decline at 33% (Figure 15). Island industry sectors followed the 

same job composition distribution with the largest sectors being human health and social 

work activities (9,000 jobs), followed by accommodation and food service activities and 

wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles, both 6,000 jobs 

(2015). The distribution of jobs across sectors remained stable over time in island areas, 

although the largest increase was noted in the energy supply sector, with a doubling of the 

number of jobs, whereas mining and quarrying saw the biggest decline (-42%), although 

the absolute numbers of jobs in the latter are small60.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
60 Office for National Statistics (2023) Business Register and Employment Survey.  

https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/datasets/newbres6pub
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Figure 15. Proportion change in number of jobs by industry sector 2015-2023, rural 
datazones (Scotland). 
 

 
Data source: Business Register and Employment Survey using the Scottish Government 
Urban Rural Classification, rural datazones only. Sectors that showed no or very minimal 
change (±5% were excluded from the histogram (i.e. mining and quarrying, wholesale and 
retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles, real estate activities, professional 
scientific and technical activities, administrative and support services, human health and 
social work activities.   
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Housing pressures 

The type of accommodation people live in differs across geographical areas and this is 

informed by, for example, the availability of housing stock. Social housing availability is 

lower in rural and island communities61 and this influences changes observed in housing 

tenure between 2010 and 2023. The proportion of households living in owner occupied 

accommodation62 decreased from 69.4% to 63.2% in remote small towns whereas an 

increase was noted in remote rural areas from 69.6% to 76.3% (Figure 16). Furthermore, a 

rise was seen in owner occupied households in accessible rural areas. This is against a 

backdrop of reduced homeownership and increased reliance on private rented 

accommodation across Scotland. The only area type that saw a small increase in the 

proportion of households living in social rented accommodation was remote small towns63. 

 
Figure 16. Change in the proportion of households living in different housing tenures 2010-
2023 (Scotland). 

Source: Scottish Household Survey using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
61 Scottish Government (2019) Social tenants in Scotland 2017. 
62 Owner occupied includes households who own their home outright and households who have a mortgage.  
63 Social rented includes households who rent their home from either the local authority or housing 
association.   

https://www.gov.scot/publications/social-tenants-scotland-2017/pages/4/
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The experience of poverty is also influenced by the amount of money households spend 

on their housing. Figure 17 shows that the proportion of net income64 households spend 

on their housing65 continues to be higher in urban areas compared to rural areas. 

Whereas the housing affordability ratio has been relatively stable in remote rural and 

accessible rural areas, a small but steady decline was noted across other geographical 

areas resulting in a more closely aligned ratio. Although, households in large urban areas 

continue to spend a larger proportion of their income on housing than those in other areas.  

 
 
Figure 17. Median housing cost to net unequivalised income ratio (Scotland). 

 
Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for 2018-21 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
64 Household income after taxes and deductions, including benefits and tax credits. 
65 Housing costs include the following: rent (gross of housing benefit); water rates; mortgage interest 
payments; structural insurance premiums; ground rent and service charges. 
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The uptick in relative poverty after housing costs between 2012 and 2017 did not impact 

different types of households equally. In 2012-15, about two in ten households in rented 

housing were in relative poverty in remote rural areas and this increased to four in ten 

households in 2018-21 (Figure 18). However, this reduced to just over three in ten 

households by 2020-23. A similar increase was observed for households in accessible 

rural areas. In contrast, rates of relative poverty among households who own their home 

outright or with a mortgage, remained relatively stable and comparable across rural areas 

and the rest of Scotland, at approximately 10%. When focusing on working-age people, 

similar findings were found.  

 
Figure 18. Proportion of people in rented housing living in relative poverty after housing 
costs (Scotland).  

 
Source: Family Resources Survey using the Scottish Government 3-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Estimates for 2018-21 to 2020-23 are two year averages instead of three 
year averages due the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the survey. 
 

Across both urban and rural areas, a steady increase was noted in the relative child 

poverty rate among children living in rented housing. Estimates from 2020-23 indicated 

that one in two children in rented housing are in relative poverty, compared to just over 

one in three in 2010-13. No such upward trend was identified among children living in 

households who own their home outright or with a mortgage. A similar pattern was 

apparent among pensioners, although 2020-23 estimates indicated that approximately 

three in ten pensioners in rented housing were in relative poverty, compared to two in ten 

in 2010-13.  

 

A potential driver of the increase in relative poverty raised by our stakeholders and experts 

by experience panel included the increase in short-term holiday lets in rural Scotland and 

the Scottish islands that may have disproportionally impacted island and rural 

communities. They believed that this development has further strained both the range of 

housing required and affordability, while also increasing competition for the limited 
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remaining residential housing stock66,67,68. This was viewed to be compounded by limited 

social housing availability in rural and island communities. A Scottish Government report 

found that between 2016 and 2019 a three-fold increase was noted in the number of short-

term holiday lets in Scotland listed on Airbnb69. Of those listed, one in two short-term lets 

were found in the City of Edinburgh and Highland. However, when looking at the number 

of Airbnb listings70 by the total number of dwellings, nearly one in five dwellings in Skye 

were listed on Airbnb and nearly one in ten in Fort William. When focusing only on entire 

property listings (rather than all listings that may include letting out a room within an 

otherwise occupied home), this reduces to just over one in ten dwellings in Skye and one 

in twenty dwellings in Fort William. Insights from both the survey and interviews in that 

report pointed to an emerging trend where housing stock previously used for long-term 

housing was increasingly being repurposed as short-term holiday rentals. Most recent data 

from the Scottish Island Survey (2023) indicated that only one in ten islanders agreed that 

there is enough housing to meet local demand, down from two in ten in 202071.  

 

Despite stakeholders’ concerns about short-term holiday lets impacting rural housing 

markets, private sector rental growth data suggests this may not be the core driver of the 

increase in poverty between 2012 and 2017, with rural areas generally experiencing more 

modest rental increases compared to urban areas during this period when poverty 

increased among all renters72.   

 

House prices across Scotland have increased, but findings from the Registers of Scotland 

indicated that prices rose at a quicker pace in the Scottish island regions compared to 

prices for mainland Scotland73. In the period from 2004 to 2023, the Scottish island 

regions74 saw an increase in the median residential property price of 180% compared to 

114% in mainland Scotland. When only focusing on the five years to 2023, the island 

regions saw a price increase of 30%, compared to 23% for mainland Scotland. As such, 

the median price of properties in the island regions as a whole was £182,000 compared to 

£185,000 for Scotland overall in 2023, although there are significant price differences 

between the island regions. When taking a closer look at house prices in urban and rural 

areas between 2016 and 2023, findings showed that median house prices in remote small 

towns, whether on the islands or mainland Scotland, were relatively aligned with overall 

Scottish house prices (Figure 19). In contrast, remote rural house prices in mainland 

Scotland were consistently higher than those in island remote rural areas. Hower, it is 

important to acknowledge that urban and rural house price comparisons can be affected 

 
66 Creaney, R and Wooldridge T (2024) Scotland’s Rural and Island Housing: Stakeholder Insights (James 
Hutton Institute).  
67 Creaney, R and Wooldridge T (2024) Scotland’s rural and island housing: a briefing of key policies, 
challenges and opportunities (James Hutton Institute). 
68 Thomson, SG et al. (2023). Rural and Islands Report: 2023 - An Insights Report (SRUC).  
69 Scottish Government (2019) Short-term-lets – impact on communities: research. 
70 Airbnb does not constitute the entire short-term lets market and landlords may use other platforms to 
advertise their properties. 
71 Scottish Government (2024) Scottish Islands Survey 2023: main findings report. 
72 Scottish Government (2024) Private Sector Rent Statistics, Scotland, 2010 to 2024.  
73 Registers of Scotland (2024) Residential property sales in Scottish Island regions. 
74 Scottish Government (2023) Scottish island regions 2023: overview.  

https://ruralfutures.hutton.ac.uk/publications
https://scotsconnect-my.sharepoint.com/personal/sharon_stevelink_gov_scot/Documents/UKRI%20Policy%20Fellowship%20Working%20Folder/17.%20Report/ruralfutures
https://scotsconnect-my.sharepoint.com/personal/sharon_stevelink_gov_scot/Documents/UKRI%20Policy%20Fellowship%20Working%20Folder/17.%20Report/ruralfutures
https://figshare.com/articles/report/Rural_and_Islands_Report_2023_-_An_Insights_Report_/23807703?file=41928585
https://www.gov.scot/publications/research-impact-short-term-lets-communities-scotland/pages/1/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/private-sector-rent-statistics-scotland-2010-to-2024/documents/
https://www.ros.gov.uk/data-and-statistics/property-market-statistics/house-price-statistics/residential-property-sales-in-scottish-island-regions
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-island-regions-2023-overview/
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by the type of housing stock. Urban areas have more flats, and these are typically cheaper 

than detached houses that are more common in rural areas75.  

 
Figure 19. Median house prices for the Scottish island regions compared to mainland 
Scotland. 

 
Data source: Registers of Scotland using Scottish Government 6-fold Urban Rural 
Classification. Graph derived from Registers of Scotland (2024) Residential property sales 
in Scottish Island regions report.  
 
Input from our stakeholders and experts by experience panel highlighted differences in 

housing stock availability across geographical areas that are important to consider, which 

have also featured widely across Government reports and research done by other 

organisations76,77. Rural and island communities have proportionally more older, larger 

and detached houses compared to urban areas which have more newer, smaller, terraced 

houses and flats. As dwelling characteristics associated with lower energy efficiency are 

disproportionately represented in rural areas, the average energy efficiency profile of rural 

properties is lower than in urban areas78. This is compounded by cold, wet and more 

windy climates in rural areas. Additionally, the majority of rural dwellings are not within gas 

grid coverage79, meaning rural and island households are more reliant on electricity or 

unregulated fuels that often cost more than mains gas. These factors interact across the 

four recognised drivers of fuel poverty – energy efficiency, fuel costs, income levels and 

energy usage patterns80 – leading to higher fuel poverty rates in rural and island 

communities. In engagement, stakeholders perceived that islanders were aware of 

financial support schemes to make residential properties more energy efficient, however, 

implementation was hampered by a lack of skilled workers to undertake the work. A 

 
75 Scottish Government (2023) SHCS 2023 Chapter 01 Key Attributes of the Scottish Housing Stock tables 
and figures – Table KA3a and KA3b.  
76 Scottish Affairs Committee (2024) Cost of living: impact on rural communities in Scotland (UK 
Government). 
77 The Scottish Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel (2024) Annual Report 2023 - 2024. 
78 Scottish Government (2025) Scottish House Condition Survey: 2023 Key Findings. 
79 Department for Energy Security and Net Zero (2024) Official Statistics: Subnational estimates of properties 
not connected to the gas network 2015 to 2023 (last accessed: 10 June 2025).  
80 Scottish Government (2021) Tackling fuel poverty in Scotland: a strategic approach. 

https://www.ros.gov.uk/data-and-statistics/property-market-statistics/house-price-statistics/residential-property-sales-in-scottish-island-regions
https://www.ros.gov.uk/data-and-statistics/property-market-statistics/house-price-statistics/residential-property-sales-in-scottish-island-regions
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.scot%2Fbinaries%2Fcontent%2Fdocuments%2Fgovscot%2Fpublications%2Fstatistics%2F2025%2F01%2Fscottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings%2Fdocuments%2Fshcs-2023--chapter-01-key-attributes-of-the-scottish-housing-stock---tables-and-figures%2Fshcs-2023--chapter-01-key-attributes-of-the-scottish-housing-stock---tables-and-figures%2Fgovscot%253Adocument%2FSHCS%252B2023%252BChapter%252B01%252BKey%252BAttributes%252Bof%252Bthe%252BScottish%252BHousing%252BStock%252Btables%252Band%252Bfigures.ods&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.scot%2Fbinaries%2Fcontent%2Fdocuments%2Fgovscot%2Fpublications%2Fstatistics%2F2025%2F01%2Fscottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings%2Fdocuments%2Fshcs-2023--chapter-01-key-attributes-of-the-scottish-housing-stock---tables-and-figures%2Fshcs-2023--chapter-01-key-attributes-of-the-scottish-housing-stock---tables-and-figures%2Fgovscot%253Adocument%2FSHCS%252B2023%252BChapter%252B01%252BKey%252BAttributes%252Bof%252Bthe%252BScottish%252BHousing%252BStock%252Btables%252Band%252Bfigures.ods&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5804/cmselect/cmscotaf/153/report.html
https://fuelpovertypanel.scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/The-Scottish-Fuel-Poverty-Advisory-Panel-Annual-Report-2023-2024.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/2-energy-efficiency/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/sub-national-estimates-of-households-not-connected-to-the-gas-network
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/sub-national-estimates-of-households-not-connected-to-the-gas-network
https://www.gov.scot/publications/tackling-fuel-poverty-scotland-strategic-approach/
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housing stock mismatch was also reported, whereby large properties were available but 

local demand was for single-occupancy and small family homes.  
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Access to public and essential services 

Stakeholders reported substantial centralisation of public services over recent years, with 

healthcare, community services and job centres either shifting to digital platforms or 

consolidating into larger towns and cities. The digital shift was not universally welcomed, 

as communities valued face-to-face interaction, experienced digital connectivity challenges 

around the cost and quality of connections, and some struggled with online systems, 

particularly older residents and those with limited technical skills. This service 

centralisation was seen as creating significant access barriers for remote communities, 

especially for households lacking adequate transport to reach remaining services or those 

unable to afford public transport costs81,82. There was consensus among those spoken to 

that public transport provision has declined in rural and island areas over time. Even where 

public transport existed, poor service alignment was viewed as driving continued car 

dependency83.  

 

It was also discussed that island communities faced additional challenges, particularly 

when ferry services are disrupted by bad weather, preventing islanders from travelling to 

access education, employment, or healthcare with no alternative transport options84. On 

rare occasions, ferry disruptions cause supply chain interruptions, leaving local shops with 

empty shelves. While mainland rural communities retained road access during adverse 

weather, car-free households faced similar service access barriers85,86. Service 

centralisation may reduce employment opportunities for people in island and rural 

communities. For example, the NHS as a community anchor institution plays an important 

employment role in these communities. Evidence indicates that NHS island Boards employ 

a higher percentage of the working-age population and women than NHS mainland 

Boards87,88. Reducing local health services provision and consolidating central functions 

may therefore have a disproportionate impact on employment opportunities in island 

areas, with workers facing additional barriers from transport and childcare challenges 

compared to mainland areas.  

 

Stakeholders and expert by experience panel members also took the view that limited 

retail competition in remote rural and island areas compounded these challenges, with 

households having restricted shopping options without traveling significant distances. 

Local convenience stores were seen to charge higher prices than supermarkets and 

stocked limited ranges dominated by more expensive branded products rather than 

 
81 The Poverty Alliance (2024) Taking Action on Rural Poverty: Aberdeenshire – Initial Scoping Work.  
82 The Poverty Alliance (2024) Taking Action on Rural Poverty: Argyll and Bute – Initial Scoping Work. 
83 Singer Hobbs, M and Frost S (2024) Wheels of change: Promoting fair and green transport in rural 
Scotland (IPPR).  
84 Cross Party Group in the Scottish Parliament on Poverty (2024) Inquiry into poverty in rural Scotland 
(Poverty Alliance). 
85 Krakowiak, W and Burn-Murdoch A (2023) SPICe Spotlight - Bus accessibility, affordability and reliance 
across Scotland. 
86 Transport Scotland (n.d.) Key issues and evidence – Health Inequalities Impact Assessment. 
87 Turas (2025) NHS Scotland Workforce – official workforce statistics 31 March 2025 (last accessed 1 June 
2025).  
88 Public Health Scotland (2025) Population estimates – Scottish Health and Social Care data (last accessed 
1 June 2025). 

https://www.povertyalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/TARP_Aberdeenshire_Initial-Scoping-Work_Final-1.pdf
https://www.povertyalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/TARP_Argyll-and-Bute_Initial-Scoping-Work_Final.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/articles/wheels-of-change
https://www.ippr.org/articles/wheels-of-change
https://scotsconnect-my.sharepoint.com/personal/sharon_stevelink_gov_scot/Documents/UKRI%20Policy%20Fellowship%20Working%20Folder/17.%20Report/Cross%20Party%20Group%20in%20the%20Scottish%20Parliament%20on%20Poverty.%20Inquiry%20into%20poverty%20in%20rural%20Scotland.%20(May%202024)
https://spice-spotlight.scot/2023/12/05/bus-accessibility-affordability-and-reliance-across-scotland/
https://spice-spotlight.scot/2023/12/05/bus-accessibility-affordability-and-reliance-across-scotland/
https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/health-inequalities-impact-assessment-hiia-nts-delivery-plan/key-issues-and-evidence/
https://turasdata.nes.nhs.scot/data-and-reports/official-workforce-statistics/all-official-statistics-publications/03-june-2025-workforce/?pageid=14061
https://www.opendata.nhs.scot/dataset/population-estimates
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cheaper own-brand alternatives. Stakeholders highlighted that affordable staple 

vegetables were often unavailable, while local shops stocked more expensive varieties 

and non-essentials like pineapple. It was suggested this disproportionately affected lower-

income households who spend a larger share of their income on essential goods. While 

online shopping mitigated some of these concerns, delivery surcharges and extended wait 

times could disadvantage households in remote rural and island communities. Input from 

our stakeholders and expert by experience panel members indicated that these cumulative 

pressures contributed to a ‘rural premium’ that undermines household resilience against 

economic shocks, thereby disproportionately affecting low income households.   

 

Welfare policies 

Views from the experts by experience panel indicated that the implementation of Universal 

Credit may have contributed to the increasing rate of poverty in island and rural 

communities as well as the changing pattern of poverty with a larger proportion of children 

in low income families that are in work. The panel indicated that benefit take-up89 may be 

lower as there is reduced access to support services available in rural and island 

communities in case people need help with their benefit claim (e.g. job centres, advice 

centres). Even so, if a local office is available, people may face transport barriers to get 

there. These barriers in combination with higher levels of digital exclusion experienced in 

rural and island communities, a higher proportion of older adults who may lack digital skills 

to make an application online, poorer broadband or mobile phone coverage (and at a 

higher cost), potentially higher levels of benefits stigma and reduced anonymity in close 

knit communities, were thought to hamper benefit take-up. In addition, considering the 

reduction of the real-term value of benefits over the years90, in combination with the ‘rural 

premium’ experienced in these communities, it was felt that the minimum income required 

to achieve the same standard of living would be substantially higher for people who did 

successfully claim benefits91. There is scarce evidence to support or refute these 

suggestions around benefit take-up in rural and island communities specifically92. Previous 

research indicated that households in rural areas were as likely to claim benefits they were 

eligible for as households in urban areas, although this research was carried out before 

the implementation of Universal Credit93.  

 

 

 

 
89 Benefit take-up refers to the extent to which people who are eligible for social security benefits actually 
claim and receive them. 
90 Corlett, A (2019) The benefit freeze has ended, but erosion of the social security safety net continues 
(Resolution Foundation).  
91 Scottish Government (2021) Poverty in rural Scotland: evidence review.  
92 Scottish Government (2024) Take up rates of Scottish benefits 2024. 
93 Bailey N, Bramley G and Gannon M (2016) Poverty and Social exclusion in urban and rural areas of 
Scotland – Poverty and Social Exclusion -UK Working Paper (University of Glasgow and Heriot Watt 
University). 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/the-benefit-freeze-has-ended-but-erosion-of-the-social-security-safety-net-continues/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-rural-scotland-review-evidence/pages/6/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2024/11/take-up-rates-scottish-benefits-2024/documents/take-up-rates-scottish-benefits-2024/take-up-rates-scottish-benefits-2024/govscot%3Adocument/take-up-rates-scottish-benefits-2024.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/299392766_Poverty_and_social_exclusion_in_urban_and_rural_areas_of_Scotland_PSE-UK_Working_Paper
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/299392766_Poverty_and_social_exclusion_in_urban_and_rural_areas_of_Scotland_PSE-UK_Working_Paper
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Geopolitical developments  

Stakeholders and expert by experience panel members spoke about the possible negative 

impact of the lead up to, and aftermath of, Brexit on the rate and patterns of poverty 

experienced by rural and island communities during the period of the notable relative 

poverty increase in remote areas. A Scottish Government report highlighted areas in 

Scotland that were likely to face the greatest impact from Brexit and its key contributing 

factors94. Many of the most vulnerable areas95 identified were in rural locations and 

particularly on the Scottish islands (Figure 20).  

 

Figure 20. Proportion of most Brexit vulnerable96 datazones by local authority. 

 

 
Source: Data from the Brexit Vulnerabilities Index (Scottish Government) by 4-fold Rural 
and Environment Science and Analytical Services classification. Graph recreated using 
data from the Scottish Government (2019) Local Level Brexit vulnerabilities in Scotland: 
Brexit Vulnerabilities Index (BVI) report. 
 

It is likely that the vote to leave the EU in June 2016 had a significant and disproportionate 

effect on Scotland’s rural and island communities. These areas are often reliant on sectors 

such as agriculture, fishing and tourism, that may have experienced a sharp decline in 

business confidence due to uncertainty over future trade arrangements, labour availability 

and the loss of EU funding. Many rural businesses are dependent on access to European 

markets and seasonal or skilled EU workers, particularly in farming, food processing and 

hospitality. The reduction in EU migration most likely intensified existing labour shortages, 

further challenging local economies already facing a shrinking working-age population and 

limited workforce mobility.  

 
  

 
94 Scottish Government (2019) Local level Brexit vulnerabilities in Scotland: Brexit Vulnerabilities Index (BVI). 
95 A Brexit Vulnerability Index was created at a data zone level informed by risk indicators associated with 
Brexit such as access to services, share of the population of working-age, workers in Brexit sensitive 
industries and receipt of EU funding.  
96 Defined as being within the 20% most vulnerable communities in Scotland.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-level-brexit-vulnerabilities-scotland-brexit-vulnerabilities-index-bvi/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-level-brexit-vulnerabilities-scotland-brexit-vulnerabilities-index-bvi/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-level-brexit-vulnerabilities-scotland-brexit-vulnerabilities-index-bvi/
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4. Implications for policy, practice and 

research 

Overview of key findings 

This report explored poverty trends in rural and island areas of Scotland since 2010, 

thereby also examining the nature of poverty experienced in these communities. In 

addition, the report explored the potential drivers of the rise in relative poverty between 

2012 and 2017 observed in certain geographical areas. More recently, economic 

challenges have occurred due to the impacts of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, 

Brexit (both the lead-up and aftermath), and the war in Ukraine, among other factors, 

contributing to a cost of living crisis. Analysis revealed that while rural Scotland has 

generally experienced lower overall relative poverty rates than urban areas, significant 

disparities in poverty rates have emerged between rural, remote and island communities. 

Most notably, remote rural areas (including most of the Scottish islands) and remote small 

towns experienced substantial increases in relative poverty between 2012 and 2017, a 

trend not observed in accessible rural or urban areas, where rates remained broadly stable 

during this period. This marked and consistent, although temporary, increase was 

predominantly seen among working-age individuals in remote areas, while poverty rates 

for pensioners and children showed only small, gradual increases over time across all 

geographical areas. Additionally, in-work poverty has increased in all rural areas 

approaching rates seen elsewhere in Scotland, suggesting that employment alone no 

longer provides sufficient protection against poverty in rural areas.  

 

Between 2015 and 2023, the proportion of children in relative low income families 

increased from one in seven to one in five across Scotland, with islands and remote areas 

following the same upward trend despite lower baseline rates. These areas show a distinct 

profile, with nearly three-quarters of children in low income families having a working 

parent, compared to six in ten elsewhere in Scotland. Additionally, among relative low 

income households in rural, islands and remote areas, lone parent families now represent 

a majority, marking a significant demographic shift since 2015. 

 

These geographical variations in poverty trends reflect multiple intersecting factors 

including demographic shifts, employment challenges, housing pressures, and geopolitical 

developments. Accessible rural areas experienced population and working-age growth 

with low unemployment, contributing to their broadly stable poverty rates. Conversely, 

remote areas saw working-age population decline, household composition shifts, and 

temporary employment drops that coincided with rising poverty. Housing trends reinforced 

these patterns, with remote areas seeing declining levels of owner-occupation and rising 

levels of private renting, while all renters in rural areas experienced sharp poverty 

increases between 2012 and 2017. Across different sources, the lead up to and aftermath 

of Brexit was identified as contributing to poverty increases during this period, particularly 

affecting economically vulnerable rural and island communities more reliant on Brexit-

sensitive sectors.  
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Between 2013 and 2019, fuel poverty rates declined in Scotland, particularly in large urban 

areas and accessible small towns, from one in three households to one in four households 

in fuel poverty. However, in 2019, four in ten households in remote rural areas were fuel 

poor and nearly 80% of fuel poor households in these areas experienced extreme fuel 

poverty. Rural communities face structural disadvantages, including short-term holiday lets 

that are likely to reduce residential housing stock in areas where housing options are 

already constrained, and older, less energy-efficient properties with limited mains gas 

connections, which increase fuel poverty risks.  

 

Despite these challenges, rural areas consistently showed lower levels of food-related 

disadvantage, with approximately one in ten households experiencing food insecurity 

compared to one in seven elsewhere in Scotland, and the smallest increases in free 

school meal registrations between 2018 and 2023.  

Implications for policy, practice and research 

This analysis of rural and island poverty trends and potential drivers points to several key 

implications for policy, practice and research.  

 

• Geography and area accessibility are critical factors in poverty resilience, with analysis  

revealing different poverty trends and experiences across area types that require tailored  

policy responses. This changing nature of poverty requires an integrated policy approach  

that considers multiple drivers, including, but not limited to, demographic shifts,  

employment, housing pressures, energy infrastructure, and access to essential services.  

There is no one-size-fits-all solution, as intrinsic differences exist not only between  

accessible, remote, rural and island areas compared to urban areas, but also within these  

communities. Remote and island households face concentrated challenges  

including increasing in-work poverty and fuel poverty rates, as well as the emerging  

challenge of lone parent families becoming the dominant family type among relative low  

income households. Responses are likely to require cross-sector collaboration to tailor  

support to the varying experiences and drivers of poverty across different area types.  

Without focused, place-based action that recognises these geographical and accessibility  

disparities, poverty in all its forms across demographic groups and household types is  

unlikely to be effectively tackled, leaving these communities vulnerable to future increases  

in poverty.   

 

• Remote and island communities face distinctive employment challenges that contribute  

to higher in-work poverty risks. The increase in poverty between 2012 and 2017 

specifically affected working households in remote areas. In addition, evidence shows that 

most children in relative low income families have working parents – particularly in remote 

and island areas. Although in-work poverty exists across Scotland, remote and island 

communities face distinct challenges: low wage levels, job quality, job fragmentation and 

seasonal employment patterns that are likely to increase the risk of in-work poverty in 

these areas more than job availability alone. These challenges and the varying poverty 

trends across different area types need to be carefully considered when developing 

targeted interventions. Effective strategies might seek to address these interconnected 
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challenges while working within the economic realities that characterise these regional 

economies in different ways. 

 

• The demographic profile of children in low income households appears to be changing.  

Among relative low income households in rural and island communities, lone parent 

families now predominate. This demographic shift represents a fundamental change over 

time, as lone parent households were previously a minority among relative low income 

groups in these geographical areas that were dominated by couples. Lone parent families 

are likely to face particular barriers within rural and island communities related to, for 

example, flexible and affordable childcare, housing pressures, transport accessibility, and 

restricted employment opportunities, although evidence is scarce. This trend compounds 

the existing pattern of higher rates of working parents among relative low income families 

in these areas. Evidence from the Best Start Bright Futures review reinforces that 

childcare flexibility and benefit take-up remain key challenges for lone parent families97. 

We know that lone parent families represent a priority family type at greater risk of 

poverty98. As such, changes in the profile of household types in rural and island areas 

could be considered as part of the third Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan, potentially 

complemented by further research into rural and island specific barriers and possible 

interventions.  

 

• Housing pressures in remote, rural and island areas create distinct challenges that  

compound poverty risks. Demographic shifts toward smaller household compositions in 

rural areas create supply mismatches with the existing stock of predominantly larger, older 

properties, while short-term holiday lets may further intensify pressures by removing stock 

from the long-term, residential housing market. These housing disadvantages particularly 

affected renters during the poverty increase, with rises in relative poverty rates that 

temporarily converged with urban Scotland levels, while homeowners maintained stable 

rates across all geographical areas. Despite these challenges, rural areas continue to 

maintain better overall housing affordability ratios than urban areas, though this advantage 

has diminished over time. It is important to consider these specific supply and tenure 

vulnerabilities to prevent compounding poverty risks in these geographically distinct 

communities. Further research disaggregating housing pressures by rural area type and 

accessibility could strengthen targeted policy development.  

 

• Remote rural areas require bespoke approaches to address the high levels of  

fuel poverty as a priority, and particularly extreme fuel poverty, that have worsened over 

time. The Scottish Government’s focus on tackling fuel poverty continues to be important, 

especially given the likely ongoing pressures on energy prices in combination with 

structural disadvantages faced by rural and remote households related to available 

housing stock and existing energy infrastructure. One of the options to consider is the 

launch of a targeted, tenure neutral program directed at low income households in remote 

rural postcodes to improve the energy efficiency of existing housing stock. This could 

 
97 Scottish Government (2022) Best Start, Bright Futures Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan 2022-2026. 
98 Scottish Government (2025) Tackling child poverty priority families overview.  

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/03/annex-6-evidence-review-works/documents/best-start-bright-futures-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-2026-annex-6/best-start-bright-futures-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-2026-annex-6/govscot%3Adocument/best-start-bright-futures-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-2026-annex-6.pdf#:~:text=This%20reports%20presents%20evidence%20from%20a%20rapid%20review,Idox%3B%20KandE%3B%20Policy%20Commons%3B%20ProQuest%3B%20and%20TRID%20databases.
https://www.gov.scot/publications/tackling-child-poverty-priority-families-overview/
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prioritise properties using electricity as their primary heating fuel and those with the 

poorest energy efficiency ratings considering these are drivers of extreme fuel poverty, 

while including both social and privately rented housing as renters in rural areas 

experienced particularly evident increases in poverty. However, such a program may need 

to address local skills shortages in remote rural areas and the Scottish islands 

concurrently to provide the specialist workforce needed for these energy efficiency 

upgrades. Simultaneously, options could be explored to enhance competition among 

alternative fuel providers serving off-grid households, or to boost area-based district 

heating schemes as sustainable energy solutions for remote communities99.   

 

• A review of free school meal eligibility criteria and registration processes could 

help determine whether they adequately support rural and island families. Free school 

meal registrations remain consistently lower in rural and island areas despite a higher 

proportion of children living in relative low income working families. This pattern suggests it 

may be worth exploring whether current eligibility criteria and registration processes fully 

capture the financial pressures facing rural and island households. This aligns with 

broader evidence from Best Start Bright Futures highlighting the need to improve benefit 

take-up and ensure eligibility criteria reflect families’ economic realities100. There may also 

be scope for awareness campaigns in rural communities to help ensure eligible families 

are accessing this essential support. 

 

Strengthening the data infrastructure for rural and island poverty analysis 

• Cross-sectional data limitations and small sample sizes continue to hamper rural  

and island poverty evidence, requiring targeted oversampling strategies. Cross-sectional 

surveys with declining response rates produce volatile poverty estimates, particularly for 

remote areas and island communities where sample sizes are often too small for reliable 

analysis. While geographic boosts could be considered for household surveys like 

Understanding Society to produce robust information for these communities, it is important 

to consider the financial cost to deliver this against a backdrop where response rates to 

household surveys have lowered since the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic as well as 

operational challenges. Administrative data could be used more strategically to identify 

and oversample hard-to-reach populations, improving sampling efficiency while reducing 

fieldwork costs. It is acknowledged that these developments can take several years to put 

in place. The Department for Work and Pensions’ plans to link administrative benefits data 

to, for example, the Family Resources Survey ahead of the publication of the poverty 

statistics in March 2026 should prove beneficial.    

 

• Continued investment in the Scottish Islands Survey remains essential given the  

distinct challenges facing the island regions alongside those of mainland remote and rural 

areas. This specialised data collection is crucial for monitoring progress on the indicators 

outlined in the second iteration of the National Island Plan to be released in 2025, and for 

 
99 The Scottish Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel (2024) The Scottish Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel Newsletter 
2024. 
100 Scottish Government (2022) Best Start, Bright Futures Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan 2022-2026. 

https://fuelpovertypanel.scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Newsletter-2024-Final.pdf
https://fuelpovertypanel.scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Newsletter-2024-Final.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/03/annex-6-evidence-review-works/documents/best-start-bright-futures-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-2026-annex-6/best-start-bright-futures-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-2026-annex-6/govscot%3Adocument/best-start-bright-futures-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-2026-annex-6.pdf#:~:text=This%20reports%20presents%20evidence%20from%20a%20rapid%20review,Idox%3B%20KandE%3B%20Policy%20Commons%3B%20ProQuest%3B%20and%20TRID%20databases.
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tracking the evolving poverty dynamics affecting island communities over time. The 

Survey’s potential to identify these trends and changes is only beginning to emerge with 

repeated cross-sectional data collection. Consideration could also be given to enhancing 

existing data collection mechanisms to better capture the specific challenges facing 

remote areas, ensuring comprehensive understanding of poverty across all geographic 

contexts.  

 

• Comprehensive data linkage capabilities should be embedded within existing and  

emerging government data strategies to enable longitudinal, multi-dimensional poverty  

analysis across Scotland, ensuring these approaches can support detailed analysis  

between and within rural, remote and island communities. Continued efforts could focus on  

facilitating linkages between administrative datasets with sizeable Scottish samples like  

the Family Resources Survey and longitudinal survey data such as Understanding Society  

and Growing Up in Scotland. While administrative data provides valuable opportunities for  

linkage, survey data remains critical for capturing subjective experiences and contextual  

information not available in administrative records and will require continued investment  

alongside administrative approaches. Given the interconnected and dynamic poverty  

challenges facing rural, remote and island communities, linkages should include electronic  

healthcare records, education and skills data, employment and earnings, housing and 

accommodation data, and transport and connectivity data to capture the full complexity of 

rural disadvantage. This approach would enable longitudinal analysis of how multiple 

factors – from fuel poverty and employment quality to demographic shifts, service access 

and educational attainment – interact to create poverty challenges in these geographical 

areas and contribute to poverty trends over time.  

 

• A two-pronged approach could combine immediate data improvements with long-term  

capability building. Short-to-medium term dataset enhancements can provide more rapid 

rural evidence while parallel development of comprehensive data linkage infrastructure 

takes place. Valuable datasets such as Growing Up in Scotland and Understanding 

Society remain underexplored for poverty research, possibly due to limited expertise within 

Scottish Government to access and analyse these complex data sources effectively. Local 

authority-level datasets represent another underutilised resource, requiring improved data 

sharing protocols and analytical support to unlock their potential. An initial data mapping 

exercise focusing on commercial datasets that could enhance poverty understanding, 

such as financial services data, might also be useful as part of this longer-term approach. 

This strategy needs to be underpinned by pathways to build internal Scottish Government 

capacity for data linkage and sophisticated multi-dimensional poverty analysis.  

 

• Income-based poverty measures have recognised limitations, requiring monitoring of  

emerging developments like the Below Average Resources measure to enhance rural and 

island poverty analysis. The Below Average Resources (BAR) measure being developed 

by the DWP (UK Government) offers a broader view of household finances by considering 

savings and unavoidable costs such as childcare, debt and disability expenses that 
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traditional measures miss101. The BAR could provide valuable complementary insights 

alongside existing indicators for understanding complex financial pressures in rural and 

island communities. However, adequate sample sizes must be ensured to produce reliable 

Scottish and geographical data. Furthermore, the BAR does not consider fuel or transport 

costs. Greater integration of administrative data sources, building on the Office for National 

Statistics’ work with the DWP and His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) on 

income statistics, could enhance income data availability both for ongoing poverty analysis 

and as part of the National Records of Scotland’s broader administrative data ambitions for 

the 2031 Census102. Close monitoring and early engagement with these developments will 

maximize their potential contribution to understanding poverty in these communities.   

 
101 UK Government (2025) Department for Work and Pensions. Below Average Resources: Developing a 
new poverty measure.  
102 National Records of Scotland (2025) The Future of Scotland’s Census – Recommendation from National 
Records of Scotland.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/below-average-resources-developing-a-new-poverty-measure/below-average-resources-developing-a-new-poverty-measure
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/below-average-resources-developing-a-new-poverty-measure/below-average-resources-developing-a-new-poverty-measure
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/the-future-of-scotland-s-census-recommendation-from-national-records-of-scotland/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/the-future-of-scotland-s-census-recommendation-from-national-records-of-scotland/
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Appendix 1. Overview of data sources, poverty (proxy) outcome measures 
and geographical indicators used.  

 

Name of 
data source 

Description Poverty (proxy) 
outcome measure 
and sub-groups of 
interest 

Geographical 
indicator 

Children in 
Low Income 
Families 
(CiLIF) 

Provision of information on 
children aged under 16 living 
in absolute and relative low 
income families by local area 
across the UK. 

Proportion of 
children living in 
absolute and 
relative low income 
families before 
housing costs 
 
Variation by family 
type (i.e. lone 
parent, couple with 
children) and work 
status (i.e. in-work, 
out-of-work)  

4-fold RESAS 
classification 

Family 
Resources 
Survey 
(FRS) 

Annual survey of private 
households in the UK provides 
information on living standards 
based on household 
disposable income measures 
for a particular financial year. 
This survey is used to inform 
official poverty estimates in 
Scotland. 

Proportion of 
individuals, children, 
working-age adults 
and pensioners in 
absolute or relative 
poverty after 
housing costs 
 
Variation by child 
poverty priority 
family types* (i.e. 
any or disability), 
housing tenure and 
household 
composition (i.e. 
single adult) 
 
In-work relative 
poverty after 
housing costs 
Food security 
Housing affordability 
ratio 

2-6 fold 
SGURC  
 

Pupil 
Census 
(Scotland) 

The annual school Pupil 
Census collects information 
on school pupil characteristics 
in Scotland. 

Free school meal 
registrations in 
primary (P6-P7) and 

6-fold SGURC 
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secondary (S1-S6) 
schools 

Scottish 
Household 
Survey 
(SHS) 

Annual cross-sectional 
household survey that 
provides information on the 
characteristics, attitudes and 
behaviours of Scotland’s 
people. 

Perceived 
household finances 
Heating satisfaction 
Perceived 
affordability of 
childcare costs 
Perceived 
affordability of 
transport costs 
Employment status 
of highest income 
householder 
Housing tenure 
Household 
composition 

3-6 fold 
SGURC 
4-fold RESAS 
classification 
Scottish island 
regions 

Scottish 
House 
Condition 
Survey 
(SHCS) 

Annual cross-sectional 
component of the SHS that 
provides information on 
housing and the physical 
conditions of dwellings in 
Scotland. 

(Extreme) Fuel 
poverty 

6-fold SGURC 

CiLIF: Children in Low Income Families. FRS: Family Resources Survey. RESAS: Rural and Environment Science and 

Analytical Services Division. SGURC: Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification. SHCS: Scottish House Condition 

Survey. SHS: Scottish Household Survey.  

*Six priority family types identified as being at highest risk of child poverty: lone parent families, minority ethnic families, 

families with a disabled adult or child, families with a younger mother (under 25 years of age), families with a child under 

one and larger families (3 or more children).  
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Appendix 2. Definition of key poverty (proxy) outcome measures and 
supporting definitions.  

 

Terminology Definition Additional info Link 

Absolute 
poverty 

Absolute poverty relates 
to equivalised net 
disposable household 
income below 60% of 
inflation adjusted UK 
median income in a 
given base year and can 
be calculated before or 
after housing costs. 
People are in absolute 
poverty if they live in a 
household whose 
equivalised income is 
below this amount.   

Measure demonstrates 
whether those in the lowest 
income households are 
seeing their incomes rise in 
real terms.  
 
For most data available the 
base year is 2011 (e.g. 
currently latest available 
Census data but will be 
updated soon to 2022). 
 
Absolute poverty statistics 
fall if low income 

households see their 
income rise faster than 
inflation.  

Poverty in 
Scotland: 
methodology  
 
Poverty and 
Income 
Inequality in 
Scotland 
2021-24 

Before and 
After Housing 
Costs 

Housing costs are made 
up of rent; water rates, 
community water 
charges and council 
water charges; mortgage 
interest payments; 
structural insurance 
premiums (for owner 
occupiers); and ground 
rent and service 
charges. Housing costs 
do not include variable 
costs of running a house 
such as gas, electricity 
and home insurance. 

Many measures can be 
calculated before and after 
housing costs (BHC versus 
AHC) and this is important 
as it has an impact on the 
number of people being 
identified as poor. 
 

Poverty in 
Scotland: 
methodology  

Child poverty In general, reported as 
to whether children live 
in a household that 
experiences relative or 
absolute poverty (before 
or after housing costs). 

The Child Poverty 
(Scotland) Act 2017 sets its 
targets regarding child 
poverty after housing costs. 
The Act outlines four 
headline income-based 
measures of poverty 
namely relative poverty, 
absolute poverty, combined 
material deprivation and 

Child poverty 
- Poverty and 
social justice 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/poverty-definition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/poverty-definition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/poverty-definition/
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/housing-costs/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/housing-costs/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/housing-costs/
https://www.gov.scot/policies/poverty-and-social-justice/child-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/policies/poverty-and-social-justice/child-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/policies/poverty-and-social-justice/child-poverty/
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low income and persistent 
poverty.  

Equivalised 
net disposable 
household 
income 

Equivalised income is 
household income which 
is adjusted by using an 
equivalence scale to 
take into account the 
size and composition of 
the household.  

Equivalisation 
acknowledges that a larger 
household needs more 
income than a smaller 
household, but it overlooks 
that other circumstances 
may require additional 
expenditure (e.g. disability, 
childcare, transport). 
 
 

Poverty in 
Scotland: 
methodology  
 
Poverty and 
Income 
Inequality in 
Scotland 
2021-24 

Fuel poverty 
(as set out in 
the Fuel 
Poverty 
(Scotland) Act 
2019)) 

 As set out in section 3 
of the Fuel Poverty 
(Targets, Definition and 
Strategy) (Scotland) Act, 
a household is in fuel 
poverty if, in order to 
maintain a satisfactory 
heating regime, total fuel 
costs necessary for the 
home are more than 
10% of the household’s 
adjusted net income 
(after housing costs), 
and if after deducting 
fuel costs, benefits 
received for a care need 
or disability and 
childcare costs, the 
household’s remaining 
adjusted net income is 
insufficient to maintain 
an acceptable standard 
of living. The remaining 
adjusted net income 
must be at least 90% of 
the UK Minimum Income 
Standard (MIS) to be 
considered an 
acceptable standard of 
living, with an additional 
amount added for 
households in remote 
rural, remote small town 
and island (RRRSTI) 
areas. Extreme fuel 
poverty follows the same 

Uplifts are to be applied to 
the Minimum Income 
Standard for households in 
rural and island 
communities to take into 
account the higher costs of 
living.  

Fuel Poverty 
- Scottish 
House 
Condition 
Survey: 2023 
Key Findings   

https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/household-income-definition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/household-income-definition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/household-income-definition/
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/3-fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/3-fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/3-fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/3-fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/3-fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/pages/3-fuel-poverty/
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definition except that a 
household would have to 
spend more than 20% of 
its adjusted net income 
(after housing costs) on 
total fuel costs to 
maintain a satisfactory 
heating regime. 

In-work 
poverty 

In-work poverty relates 
to households that are 
living in relative poverty 
(in general after housing 
costs) where at least 
one person is in paid 
employment (part-time 
or full-time) or self-
employed.   

Working poverty is of 
particular concern in 
tackling poverty given that 
the majority of the working-
age population in relative 
poverty now live in working 
households.  
 
Limitation is that the 
different reasons why 
someone maybe in in-work 
poverty are not available as 
statistics cannot be broken 
down (i.e. low wages, low 
hours).  

What do we 
know about 
in-work 
poverty in 
Scotland? 

Relative low 
income 
families 

Relative low income is 
defined as families with 
an equivalised gross 
income below 60% of 
the UK median before 
housing costs. Families 
are included in the 
Children in Low Income 
Families (CiLIF) dataset 
if one adult is claiming 
Child Benefit and other 
DWP and HMRC 
household benefits (i.e. 
Universal Credit, 
Housing Benefit) and 
Tax Credits at any given 
point in the year of 
interest. 

This is the definition 
applied in the CiLIF dataset 
and as such in this report, 
although different 
definitions of low income 
exist.  

Background 
information 
and 
methodology: 
Children in 
low income 
families: local 
area 
statistics  

Relative 
poverty  

Relative poverty relates 
to household income 
below 60% of UK 
median income in the 
same year and can be 
calculated before or after 
housing costs. People 

Measure demonstrates 
whether those in the lowest 
income households are 
keeping pace with the 
growth of incomes in the 
economy as a whole.  
 

Poverty in 
Scotland: 
methodology  
 
Poverty and 
Income 
Inequality in 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/03/working-poverty/documents/poverty-and-employment/poverty-and-employment/govscot%3Adocument/What%2Bdo%2Bwe%2Bknow%2Babout%2Bin-work%2Bpoverty%2Bin%2BScotland%2B2019%2Binterim%2Bfindings.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/03/working-poverty/documents/poverty-and-employment/poverty-and-employment/govscot%3Adocument/What%2Bdo%2Bwe%2Bknow%2Babout%2Bin-work%2Bpoverty%2Bin%2BScotland%2B2019%2Binterim%2Bfindings.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/03/working-poverty/documents/poverty-and-employment/poverty-and-employment/govscot%3Adocument/What%2Bdo%2Bwe%2Bknow%2Babout%2Bin-work%2Bpoverty%2Bin%2BScotland%2B2019%2Binterim%2Bfindings.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/03/working-poverty/documents/poverty-and-employment/poverty-and-employment/govscot%3Adocument/What%2Bdo%2Bwe%2Bknow%2Babout%2Bin-work%2Bpoverty%2Bin%2BScotland%2B2019%2Binterim%2Bfindings.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/03/working-poverty/documents/poverty-and-employment/poverty-and-employment/govscot%3Adocument/What%2Bdo%2Bwe%2Bknow%2Babout%2Bin-work%2Bpoverty%2Bin%2BScotland%2B2019%2Binterim%2Bfindings.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-background-information-and-methodology/background-information-and-methodology-children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/poverty-definition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/poverty-definition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-in-scotland-methodology/pages/poverty-definition/
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
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are in relative poverty if 
they live in a household 
whose equivalised 
income is below this 
amount. 

Relative poverty statistics 
fall if income growth at the 
lower end of the income 
distribution is greater than 
overall income growth.  

Scotland 
2021-24 

Severe 
relative 
poverty 

Severe relative poverty 
relates to household 
income below 50% of 
the UK median income 
and can be calculated 
before or after housing 
costs.  

Poverty is experienced 
differently by individuals, 
and one key difference 
relates to the depth of 
poverty people experience.  

Severe 
Poverty in 
Scotland 

Persistent 
poverty 

Persistent poverty 
relates to living in a 
household with an 
annual income that is 
less than 60% of the 
annual UK median in at 
least three years out of 
four. This can be 
calculated before or after 
housing costs. 

As persistent poverty uses 
relative poverty as its 
measure, it indicates 
whether those in the lowest 
income households are 
keeping pace with the 
growth of incomes in the 
economy as a whole over a 
longer period of time.  

Persistent 
Poverty in 
Scotland 
2010-2020 

 

  

https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty_measurement
https://www.gov.scot/publications/severe-poverty-scotland/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/severe-poverty-scotland/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/severe-poverty-scotland/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/persistent-poverty-in-scotland-2010-2020/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/persistent-poverty-in-scotland-2010-2020/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/persistent-poverty-in-scotland-2010-2020/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/persistent-poverty-in-scotland-2010-2020/
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Appendix 3. Overview of key Scottish Government geographical classifications 
used in the report.  

 

Terminology Definition Link 

6-fold 
Scottish 
Government 
Urban Rural 
Classification 

1. Large Urban Areas – Settlements of 125,000 or 
more people. 

2. Other Urban Areas – Settlements of 10,000 to 
124,999 people. 

3. Accessible Small Towns – Settlements of 3,000 to 
9,999 people and within 30 minute drive of a 
settlement of 10,000 or more. 

4. Remote Small Towns – Settlements of 3,000 to 
9,999 people and with a drive time of over 30 
minutes to a settlement of 10,000 or more. 

5. Accessible Rural – Areas with a population of less 
than 3,000 people, and within a 30 minutes’ drive 
time of a settlement of 10,000 or more. 

6. Remote Rural Areas – Areas with a population of 
less than 3,000 people, and with a drive time of 
over 30 minutes to a settlement of 10,000 or more. 

Scottish 
Government 
Urban Rural 
Classification 
2020   

3-fold 
Scottish 
Government 
Urban Rural 
Classification 

1. Remote Rural – Areas with a population of less 
than 3,000 people and with a drive time of over 30 
minutes to a settlement of 10,000 or more. 

2. Accessible Rural – Areas with a population of less 
than 3,000 people and within 30 minutes’ drive of a 
settlement of 10,000 or more. 

3. Rest of Scotland. 

Scottish 
Government 
Urban Rural 
Classification 
2020  

2-fold 
Scottish 
Government 
Urban Rural 
Classification 

1. Urban – Areas with a population of 3,000 people or 
more. 

2. Rural – Areas with a population of fewer than 3,000 
people.  

Scottish 
Government 
Urban Rural 
Classification 
2020  

RESAS 
classification 
of local 
authorities 

1. Islands and remote  
2. Mainly rural 
3. Urban with substantial rural areas 
4. Larger cities 

Annex 2: 
Urban and 
Rural 
Definitions - 
Understanding 
the Scottish 
rural 
economy: 
research 
paper  

Scottish 
Island 
Regions 

1. Argyll Islands 
2. Arran, Bute and the Cumbraes 
3. Highland Islands 

Scottish island 
regions 2023: 
overview   

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-scottish-rural-economy/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-island-regions-2023-overview/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-island-regions-2023-overview/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-island-regions-2023-overview/
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4. Lewis and Harris, Great Bernera and Scalpay 
5. Orkney – Mainland and connected 
6. Orkney – Outer islands 
7. Shetland – Mainland and connected 
8. Shetland – Outer islands 
9. The Uists and Barra islands 
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How to access background or source data 
 
The data collected for this <statistical bulletin / social research publication>: 

☐ are available in more detail through Scottish Neighbourhood Statistics      

☐ are available via an alternative route <specify or delete this text> 

☒ may be made available on request, subject to consideration of legal and ethical 

factors. Please contact OCSPA@gov.scot for further information.  

☐ cannot be made available by Scottish Government for further analysis as 

Scottish Government is not the data controller.      

 

mailto:OCSPA@gov.scot
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