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Executive Summary 

Purpose and Context 

This Evidence Review synthesises available evidence on the inequalities 

(where comparable data is available) and challenges experienced by disabled 

people in Scotland drawing on research from the period 2019-2025. It 

supports the Scottish Government’s Disability Equality Plan (2025), which 

envisions a fairer Scotland where disabled people of all ages can flourish, and 

fulfils Action 10 of the plan, which is to:   

“Improve our approach to evidence-based policy making and align with the 

Equality Evidence Strategy 2023-2025 so we can measure improvements in 

disabled people’s lives. We will gather and publish new, robust, quantitative 

and qualitative evidence, that is both disability-specific and intersectional.” 

This Evidence Review therefore aims to address this commitment by 

publishing a report gathering together evidence which focuses on existing 

disability-specific and intersectional evidence covering inequalities and 

challenges, on which future recommendations can be made for improving the 

lives of disabled people in Scotland. This report will be used to support 

ongoing discussions with Disabled People’s Organisations. 

Methodology 

Scoping for relevant evidence about disabled people included publications 

from 2019 to August 2025, focusing existing inequalities (where comparable 

data exists) and challenges for disabled people in Scotland, with some UK-

wide sources included where Scottish data was limited. Sources include 

academic research, third sector reports, and official statistics such as 

Scotland’s Census 2022, Scottish Household Survey, and School Education 

Statistics. Evidence has been thematically grouped into key policy areas such 

as Education, Housing and Health.  
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There are limitations to consider in relation to the data outlined in this report, 

specifically that the data presented here focuses on ‘disability’ and ‘disabled 

people’s experiences’, rather than closely examining all individual disabilities 

or conditions not named as disabilities within research. For this reason, the 

evidence presented in this review may not reflect all disabled people’s 

experiences. The terminology used in this report matches the terminology 

used in the research being referenced. 

The focus for this report is on the inequalities and challenges faced by 

disabled people to support conversations about policy improvement. As such, 

it is not reflective of any positive outcomes for disabled people, nor does it 

seek to illustrate areas where disabled people’s experiences or views are 

similar to those of non-disabled people. 

Key Findings: 

The majority of evidence presented below are based on publications that 

provide breakdowns for Scotland, however a small proportion are based on 

conclusions at a UK level. 

Defining and Measuring Disability 

• Disability is complex and there are many differing definitions and ways 

of measuring it.  The datasets and research referenced in this report 

largely understand and define disability through the medical or social 

model. 

• The current disability measurement standards used by Scottish 

Government are under review by the Office of National Statistics (ONS). 

The aim of this review is to better align with the social model and 

measure societal barriers faced by disabled people. 

Demographics 

• Capturing demographic population statistics is important to understand 

where to build a baseline understanding of the population. At the time of 
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writing this report, Scotland’s Census 2022 data is the most up to date 

information on Scotland’s disability population. 

• Scotland’s Census 2022 found that 24.1% of Scotland’s population 

reported a long-term limiting health condition or disability. This is an 

increase from the 2011 Census figures, 20%. 

• The most common reported health problem or disability was ‘a long-

term illness, disease of condition’, reported by 21.4% of disabled 

people. The second most common was mental health, reported by 

11.3% of disabled people.  

• When considering intersectional characteristics, there are notably high 

disability rates among trans individuals at 43.6%, and Gypsy/Traveller 

communities at 39.6%. 

Labour Market 

• Disabled people face significant employment barriers, with a 2024 

employment rate of 51.4% and an employment gap of 31.5 percentage 

points between workers with a disability and those without. A UK figure 

reported that on average disabled people earned 17.2% less than non-

disabled people in 2023-2024. 

• In relation to pay gaps, UK figures report disabled women earned £4.05 

less than non-disabled men in 2023-2024.  

• Existing research indicates that further action is needed to support 

disabled people in employment. This is due to the increased number of 

disabled people in work in Scotland, the need to improve access for 

specific groups, and evidence that disabled employees may experience 

workplace discrimination. 

Poverty, Benefits and Housing 
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• Disabled people can apply for and receive benefits to meet the 

additional costs incurred by having a disability, but they face challenges 

accessing and navigating these systems.  

• In 2021-2024, the Scottish Government reported that poverty rates were 

higher among disabled people at 23%, than for those without 

disabilities, at 17%.  

• Research reports that there are higher living costs for disabled people. 

When accounting for additional living costs incurred by a disability (to 

allow for a more balanced comparison), the poverty rate was 26% for 

people living with a disabled household member and 16% for those 

without in the same 2021-2024 period as above.  

• Scottish Government data reports that in main applicants in households 

facing homelessness, 30% reported a mental health problem, 7% 

reported a physical disability, and 12% had a medical condition. 

• Research reports that disabled people experience barriers to suitable 

housing, including lack of accessible homes and challenges in securing 

adaptations, and that specific disabilities require tailored solutions. 

Health 

• This Review viewed health through two case studies to highlight the 

importance of context and type of disability when exploring disabled 

people’s experiences: 

o Evidence demonstrates that contexts, such as COVID-19, can 

have a negative impact on the mental health and wellbeing of 

disabled people.  

o This Evidence Review found that type of disability, such as 

intellectual conditions, can lead to specific challenges and 

negative health outcomes.  

Experiences of Services  
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• Research highlights that disabled people may report unfair treatment by 

public services. One study reported that 91% of disabled participants 

reported unfair treatment in public services and 89% avoid services due 

to fear of discrimination, with intersectional identities potentially facing 

even greater barriers. 

• Funding cuts and limited access to health and social care services may 

mean disabled people face challenges accessing support, especially 

people with learning disabilities and those in low-income areas. 

Children and Young People 

• The Scotland’s Census 2022 showed that 11.8% of the disabled 

population are under 25 and 6.6% are under 18.  

• Research suggests that disability is more difficult to define for children 

as it is can be challenging to distinguish between a disability, a 

developmental delay or the impact of trauma.  

• Studies suggest that disabled children may face higher exclusion rates, 

lower expectations for advance achievement, and challenges in 

transitioning to adulthood, including accessing employment, housing, 

and mental health services. 

• Research found that disabled children’s access to educational support 

is inconsistent and does not always meet their needs.  

Discrimination  

• Scottish Government statistics report that disabled people are twice as 

likely to experience discrimination compared to non-disabled people, 

12% and 6% respectively. They are also more likely to experience 

harassment compared to non-disabled people (7% and 4% 

respectively). 

• Disabled people report feeling less safe on public transport, with 

satisfaction and safety ratings declining between 2019 and 2023. 
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Crime & Justice 

• According to the Scottish Crime and Justice survey 2023-24, disabled 

people were more likely to experience crime than non-disabled people 

(23.5% and 18.6% respectively). 

• Disability-aggravated crimes now make up 18% of all hate crimes in 

2024-25. This is the highest annual number for this type of crime since 

legislation on this aggravation came into force in 2010. 

• Research suggests that the lower numbers for disability hate crime 

reported in earlier years may not be evidence of low levels of violence 

but rather likely under-reporting and the potential normalisation of 

violence against disabled people. 

Conclusion 

This Evidence Review found that disabled people experience inequalities in 

outcomes compared to people without disabilities and negative experiences 

across areas of Scottish society including employment, poverty, health, 

accessing services, education, and within their communities (discrimination 

and crime). The report makes the following recommendations regarding 

evidence of intersectionality and lived experiences of disabled people in 

Scotland: 

• A deeper exploration of how the experiences discussed in this evidence 

review differ across different types of disability is required to understand 

where challenges are the most pressing and tailored approaches are 

required for policymaking.  

• This report found limited evidence on intersecting characteristics. More 

evidence that takes an intersectional approach to disabled people’s 

experiences would be beneficial, particularly around ethnicity, age and 

gender. Equally, further exploration of how the policy areas discussed in 

this report may intersect is required. 
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• Finally, this report was able to find a large body of evidence to 

understand inequalities (where comparable) and challenges that 

disabled people face. Therefore, better use of existing data, and 

creation of new evidence where required, about disabled people should 

be used in future policymaking to progress towards the overall vision of 

the Disability Equality Plan.   

Scottish Government Action 

We have taken significant steps in building Scotland into a place where all 

disabled people can live the lives they choose; with the support that they need 

to do so.  

Our Disability Equality Plan was made in response to the challenges disabled 

people face. Our recent 2026/27 budget puts disabled people at the centre 

with £3.5 million of investment, and sets out a three-year funding settlement, 

all to support progress on increasing equality.  

In line with our focus on financial support for disabled households, we have 

built a new social security system in Scotland based on dignity, fairness and 

respect and introduced additional benefits only available in Scotland, which 

we actively promote and support access to. This ensures we provide direct 

and targeted support to those who need it most.   

Through the introduction of Child Disability Payment, Adult Disability Payment 

and Pension Age Disability Payment, the Scottish Government 

has transformed financial support for disabled people in Scotland. We are also 

working to support disabled people to be able to participate fully in their lives 

and communities. 

We have implemented Specialist Employability Support through devolved 

employability services across all 32 Local Authorities to help more disabled 

people access support at the right time to enter and sustain fair work.  
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Through our £20.9 million Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) Adaptations 

Programme, a range of general and major adaptations have been delivered 

enabling disabled people to live safely, comfortably and independently. We 

have protected this budget, maintaining £20.9 million for 2026-27 to continue 

this vital support. 

The introduction of both legislative and non-legislative measures through the 

National Care Service is an important step in improving the social care and 

community health landscape in Scotland, making it more person-centred and 

effective.  

More widely, we have created a £1.5 million Improving Access Fund as part of 

our Disability Equality Plan to break down barriers and improve access to 

services and support. 

We have also taken action to improve mental health support and services  

with record numbers of staff, providing more varied mental health support and 

services to a larger number of people than ever before.  This includes 

investment of £84 million in our Communities Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Fund for adults since 2021. In addition, to help address the poorer health 

outcomes experienced by people with a learning disability, the Scottish 

Government is providing £2 million a year to NHS Boards to deliver Learning 

Disability Annual Health Checks which are unlocking vital further support. .  

While these interventions represent only some of the action we are taking to 

improve the lives of disabled people in Scotland, the Evidence Review leaves 

no doubt that we must continue to make significant strides in addressing 

inequality. This report provides an evidence base to inform future policy and 

collaborate with Disabled People’s Organisations in order to improve 

inequalities and challenges for disabled people in Scotland. This will be vital 

as we continue to deliver against our Disability Equality Plan and develop a 

longer-term strategy to address systemic barriers.  
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Introduction 

This evidence review synthesises available evidence on the inequalities 

(where comparable data is available) and challenges experienced by disabled 

people in Scotland drawing on research from the period 2019-2025. This 

report also presents evidence on demographic information and outcomes for 

disabled people to understand the baseline population figures and to build a 

picture of how many people these issues may affect.  

The Scottish Government’s Disability Equality Plan1 was published in June 

2025 and sets out a vision to build a “fairer Scotland in which disabled people 

of all ages can flourish”. The plan sets out an initial phase to address 

inequalities faced by disabled people in Scotland. The plan outlines three key 

priorities for improving the lives of disabled people in Scotland:  

1. Providing financial support for disabled households.   

2. Disabled people’s full inclusion and participation in their lives, 

communities, and Scotland.   

3. Improving Mental Health.   

This Evidence Review is one part of the work to realise the Disability Equality 

Plan in which Action 10 sets out a commitment to: 

“Improve our approach to evidence-based policy making and align with the 

Equality Evidence Strategy 2023-2025 so we can measure improvements in 

disabled people’s lives. We will gather and publish new, robust, quantitative 

and qualitative evidence, that is both disability-specific and intersectional.” 

This Evidence Review therefore aims to address this commitment by 

publishing a report gathering together existing disability-specific and 

intersectional evidence, on which future recommendations can be made for 

improving the lives of disabled people in Scotland. Specifically, it will cover 

evidence on inequalities and challenges to better understand the issues in the 

three priority areas outlined in the Disability Equality Plan. Disabled People’s 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/disability-equality-plan/
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Organisations were given the opportunity to review and provide feedback on 

this report. This report will be used to support ongoing discussions with 

Disabled People’s Organisations. 

More broadly, the publication of this evidence review also supports a wider 

commitment to strengthening the use of equality and intersectional evidence 

for public and corporate policy design, monitoring and evaluation, as outlined 

in the Equality Outcomes report 2025-2029.   

We have taken significant steps support a Scotland where all disabled people 

can live the lives they choose, with the support that they need to do so. 

Our Disability Equality Plan was made in response to the challenges disabled 

people face. Our recent 2026/27 budget puts disabled people at the centre 

with £3.5 million of investment, and sets out a three-year funding settlement, 

all to support progress on increasing equality.  

A key focus has been on financial support for disabled households.  

We have built a new social security system, delivered by Social Security 

Scotland, where we actively promote take-up of devolved benefits to ensure 

that those in need can access the vital support they are entitled to. By 

establishing a range of new benefits, such as Pension Age Disability Payment, 

we have increased the number of benefits available, including some which are 

only available in Scotland.  

Through the introduction of Child Disability Payment, Adult Disability Payment 

and Pension Age Disability Payment, the Scottish Government 

has transformed financial support for disabled people in Scotland. 

Child Disability Payment, which has been available in Scotland since 2021, 

has offered disabled young people a number of improvements such as 

extending eligibility to 18 years, and ensuring continuity for young people and 

their families during their transition into adult services.  

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/advice-and-guidance/2025/04/equality-outcomes-2025-29/documents/equality-outcomes-2025-2029/equality-outcomes-2025-2029/govscot%3Adocument/equality-outcomes-2025-2029.pdf
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When Adult Disability Payment was introduced in 2022, routine private sector 

assessments and degrading physical examinations were abolished. Instead, 

person-centered consultations are carried out only when they are needed and 

by health and social care practitioners employed by Social Security Scotland.  

We are also working to support disabled people to be able to participate fully 

in their lives and communities.  

As part our commitment to halving the disability employment gap by 2038, we 

have implemented Specialist Employability Support through our devolved 

employability services across all 32 Local Authorities. This aims to help more 

disabled people access support at the right time to help enter and sustain fair 

work and delivers tailored, one-to-one support for disabled people and those 

with long-term health conditions.  

Housing adaptations are vital to enabling disabled people to live safely, 

comfortably and independently. In 2025-26, the Scottish Government more 

than doubled our budget for Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) Adaptations 

Programme from £8.5 million to £20.9 million, which has helped RSLs to 

deliver around 8,500 general adaptations and 40 major adaptations. The 

Scottish Government has protected RSL Adaptations Programme budget 

maintaining this at £20.9 million for 2026-27. This commitment allows us to 

continue to support 85 RSLs meet their responsibilities to deliver housing 

adaptations to disabled tenants.  

The Care Reform (Scotland) Act 2025 introduces measures that address 

inequalities experienced by disabled people who use social care services. 

This includes strengthening rights for people living in care homes, where 

residents are more likely to be disabled or have complex health needs. 

Alongside these measures the National Care Service Advisory Board has 

been established to drive improvement and make sure services are 

consistent, fair and high-quality by providing strong independent oversight and 

coordination across the social care sector.  
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More widely, we have created a £1.5 million Improving Access Fund as part of 

our Disability Equality Plan to break down barriers and improve access to 

services and support. 

We have also taken action to improve mental health support and services with 

record numbers of staff, providing more varied mental health support and 

services to a larger number of people than ever before.  This includes 

investment of £84 million in our Communities Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Fund for adults since 2021. The Fund addresses a number of mental health 

and wellbeing concerns, focusing on at risk groups and making sure that a 

variety of supports are available in local communities across Scotland. In Year 

4 alone, 549 projects provided support to disabled people or people with a 

long-term condition.  

For adults with intellectual disabilities, the Scottish Government is providing £2 

million a year to NHS Boards to deliver Learning Disability Annual Health 

Checks to help address the poorer health outcomes experienced by this 

group. In 2023-24, nearly four thousand people took up the opportunity to 

have a health check, enabling onward referrals and providing opportunities for 

prevention, early intervention, treatment and support.This Evidence Review 

will be vital in shaping our future actions as we seek to deliver against our 

Disability Equality Plan and develop a longer-term strategy to address the 

systemic barriers faced by disabled people.  
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Method  

A search for relevant evidence was carried out in the summer of 2025. Results 

from the search were recorded and assessed for relevance and robustness 

against the commitment aims, and findings thematically grouped into key 

policy areas such as Education, Housing and Health. Limitations of the data 

and evidence are presented throughout this Review to aid understanding and 

utility of the findings.  

This report provides an overview of qualitative and quantitative evidence 

concerning inequalities (where comparable data existed) and challenges 

faced by disabled people in Scotland. Sources of evidence include journal 

articles, third sector reports, and official statistics such as Scotland’s Census 

2022, Scottish Household Survey and School Education Statistics. It is 

important to note that this review primarily focuses on inequalities (where 

comparable data exists) and challenges. As such, it is not reflective of any 

positive experiences or outcomes for disabled people, nor does it seek to 

illustrate areas where disabled people’s experiences or views are similar to 

those of non-disabled people. 

The Disability Equality Plan 2025 and literature found for this review highlights 

that the context in which disabled people experience inequalities in Scotland 

has changed since 2019 due to the Covid-19 Pandemic. Therefore, a date 

range of 2019 –September 2025 was chosen due to the influence of COVID-

19 as well as the cost-of-living crisis, on the lives of disabled people in 

Scotland. The search stage of the evidence review ceased at the end of 

September 2025. Therefore, evidence published after this will not appear in 

the review.  

The search largely focused on identifying research that was conducted in 

Scotland to support Scotland’s Disability Equality Plan. Health and social care 

and some benefits are devolved to Scotland. Therefore, the inclusion of 

research that took this specific context into account was necessary. However, 
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some UK-wide research is included to add insights to areas with limited 

information on Scotland specifically. It was outwith the scope of this report to 

compare across international contexts.  

The research included in the review covers various conditions and health 

issues which are referred to as disabilities by the research. To ensure this 

review remained manageable, search terms included “disability” and “disabled 

people” but did not include a search for specific disabilities or conditions. For 

this reason, the evidence presented in this review may not reflect all disabled 

people’s experiences. It is not within the scope of this review to provide a 

comprehensive overview of all conditions or health issues that could be 

considered a disability where not referred to as such by the research being 

referred to.  

It must also be noted that not all sources provide a description of how they 

have understood the term ‘disability’ and, for this reason, cross comparison of 

evidence presented here is not advised. In addition, this review will reflect the 

specific terminology used by the reports to describe the disabilities being 

referred to. There may be cases where the terminology used is no longer the 

preferred way of referring to that disability. Complexities with defining disability 

will now be discussed in the following chapter.  
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Defining Disability  

The Equality Act 2010 states that a person has a disability if they have a 

physical or mental impairment and the impairment has a substantial, long-term 

adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities. Most 

current disability definitions are based on this definition, and this is often used 

to measure disability in quantitative research.  

However, disability is complex and therefore, there are many differing 

definitions of disability and ways of measuring it. These different ways of 

understanding and measuring disability are found throughout the evidence 

presented in this review. The research mentioned in this review focuses on 

different kinds of disability such as intellectual conditions, mental health 

conditions or physical disabilities. Some evidence examines disability more 

generally, using the Equality Act definition, and does not focus on specific 

illnesses or impairments. It is clear that disabled people are not a 

homogenous group and will have different lived experiences depending on 

various intersecting factors that impact their lives. 

There are two main understandings of disability that are used to measure and 

define disability in the literature sources identified for this review:  

• The medical model of disability focuses on an impairment within the 

individual and on diagnosis and treatment.  

• The social model of disability understands that people are disabled by 

the way that society is organised and there are societal barriers that 

restrict life choices for disabled people.   

The Scottish Government is aligned with the social model of disability, and the 

Disability Equality Plan reflects this. In keeping with the social model of 

disability the term “disabled people” will be used throughout this evidence 

review2. Therefore, this evidence review is structured to focus primarily on the 

structural and societal influence on the lives of disabled people in Scotland 

rather than the impact of impairments or conditions. However, many of the 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
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sources in this evidence review use language about conditions and 

impairments that are aligned to the medical model which is reflected in the 

way this review discusses this evidence to maintain consistency with the 

original source.  

 

Measurement of Disability  

In 2021, the Scottish Government, Office for National Statistics (ONS) and 

Office for Disability Issues worked on a harmonised suite of questions on 

disability, guided by the Equality Act 2010, to allow for reliable comparison 

between national censuses. The guidance currently uses two questions3:  

Do you have any physical or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or 

expected to last for 12 months or more? 

1. Yes 

2. No 

Does your condition or illness/do any of your conditions or illnesses reduce 

your ability to carry out day-to-day activities? 

1. Yes, a lot 

2. Yes, a little 

3. Not at all 

A person is counted as disabled if they answer “yes” to both the above 

questions4. There is an optional additional question, used in the Scottish 

Census for example, that collects more information about the nature of the 

health condition or long-term illness:  

Do any of these conditions or illnesses affect you in any of the following 

areas? 

1. Vision (for example blindness or partial sight) 

2. Hearing (for example deafness or partial hearing) 

3. Mobility (for example walking short distances or climbing stairs) 
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4. Dexterity (for example lifting or carrying objects, using a keyboard) 

5. Learning or understanding or concentrating 

6. Memory 

7. Mental health 

8. Stamina or breathing or fatigue 

9. Socially or behaviourally (for example associated with autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD) which includes Asperger's, or attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)) 

10. Other (please specify) 

The Scottish Surveys Core Questions (which uses a range of Scottish 

Government data, including the Scottish Household Survey and other data 

sources referenced in this review) uses this as a way of measuring disability in 

the population. However, Scotland’s Census 2022 disability question is slightly 

different to maintain consistency with the 2011 Census5.  

School Education statistics also use a different method to measure disability in 

school pupils using administration data. This data set counts the number of 

school pupils who have been assessed as having a disability by a qualified 

professional or declared having a disability themselves or by their 

parent/carer. Pupils may be recorded as both assessed and declared. This 

administrative data also records the reasons pupils receive additional support, 

such as having a Co-ordinated Support Plan, an Individualised Educational 

Programme, a disability, or another identified need. These examples show 

that while there is guidance on harmonised standards for collecting disability 

data, the extent to which this is applied is not always consistent due to specific 

research or population needs.  

A review of the current harmonised measure of disability is currently underway 

by the ONS6. The ONS highlighted weaknesses in using these questions as 

they are. For example, they identified that there is complexity around 
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answering the questions for people without diagnoses, for those whose 

condition is managed by medication or with conditions which fluctuate, or only 

sometimes impact day-to-day activities. These findings demonstrate the 

current challenges of measuring a heterogenous group of people with different 

types of disability, conditions and experiences. The ONS also notes that while 

the harmonised standard is in line with the Equality Act 2010, it could also be 

argued that it aligns with the medical model of disability as it focuses on 

impairment and the way a person is restricted by their condition, instead of 

examining the ways in which social inequality inhibits a disabled person.  

In 2024, the Welsh Government commissioned NatCen7 to gather insights to 

inform the development of survey questions to align more with the social 

model of disability. This study identified strong support from data users and 

disabled people for developing new questions that focus on societal barriers 

faced by disabled people such as discrimination and accessibility. This work is 

the first attempt to develop a standardised measure that is in line with the 

social model of disability, however was not published at the time of writing this 

review.  
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Demographics 

This chapter presents demographic statistics about disabled people in 

Scotland using data from Scotland’s Census 2022, including disaggregated 

and intersectional breakdowns where possible. Demographic population 

statistics are important for establishing a baseline understanding of the 

population. Scotland’s Census data refers to disabled people as those with 

‘limiting health conditions or disabilities’ (based on the questions stated in the 

Definitions chapter). These are self-reported and any changes over time may 

also reflect different understandings of health and personal circumstances8.  

For context, the National Records of Scotland (NRS) identified that there is a 

strong link between age and disability, where older people are more likely to 

have a health problem or disability that limits their day to day activities. To 

account for this, NRS produce age-standardised statistics. These are adjusted 

so that each population has the same age structure as the standard 

population which allows for comparisons over time and between different 

geographies. Where age-standardised statistics are available, these have 

been used in this report. However, age-standardised statistics were not 

available for many of the demographic breakdowns in this section. Therefore, 

readers should exercise caution when comparing between groups, as 

observed differences may be due to age. 

The Scotland’s Census 2022 found that 24.1% of Scotland’s population had a 

limiting long-term health condition or disability, where 13.3% reported being 

‘limited a little’ and 10.8% reported being ‘limited a lot’ by their condition/s 9. In 

comparison to Scotland’s Census in 2011, 20% were limited by a health 

condition or disability10.  

The most common type of limiting health problem or disability reported was “a 

long-term illness, disease or condition” with 21.4% of respondents selecting 

this option. This was described as “a condition that you may have for life, that 

may be managed with treatment or medication and is not in one of the other 

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/about/2022-census/statistical-methodology/age-standardisation/
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categories as listed in the harmonised standards (see the Definitions chapter). 

This is a broad category which includes a range of conditions such as Arthritis, 

Cancer, Diabetes and Epilepsy”11.  

The second most commonly reported limiting health problem or disability in 

Scotland’s Census 2022 was mental health at 11.3%, followed by physical 

disabilities at 9.7%, deaf or hearing impaired at 7.1%, learning difficulties at 

3.3%, blindness or vision impairment at 2.5%, developmental disorder at 

2.2%, and speaking difficulties at 0.3%12. The percentage of people selecting 

each of these health problem and disability types in the Census 2022 had 

increased compared to Scotland’s Census 2011, except for speaking 

difficulties which was introduced for the first time in 2022 Census. However, 

as noted above, limiting health problems and disability in Scotland’s Census 

are based on self-reporting, and the increases between 2011 and 2022 may 

be partially explained by greater awareness and people feeling more 

comfortable disclosing their condition than they were previously13.  

Intersectional Demographics   

As shown above, just under a quarter of Scotland’s population appears to be 

impacted by a limiting health condition or disability, however additional 

demographic characteristics can intersect and change the way a disabled 

person experiences inequality. Intersectionality is a concept that is used to 

understand the different ways people are impacted by simultaneous 

membership to multiple social categories, with a particular focus on the 

inequalities that result from these categories14. People can and do have 

multiple intersecting characteristics, such as gender, ethnicity and sexual 

orientation, which can compound the inequalities that they face. The following 

sections provide a picture of the available Census data on the demographic 

intersections of the disabled population in Scotland.  

Disability and Geographic Location 

Based on age standardised data from Scotland’s Census 2022, the proportion 

of people with a limiting health problem or disability varied across council 
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areas. East Renfrewshire, Aberdeenshire, and East Dunbartonshire had the 

lowest percentage of people with a limiting health problem or disability at 

18.9%, 19.3% and 19.6% respectively. In comparison, the areas with the 

highest percentages were Glasgow City, Inverclyde, and West Dunbartonshire 

at 29.0%, 27.5%, and 27.1% respectively. These percentages have been 

calculated by adding rounded percentages from Scotland’s Census 2022 

health, disability and unpaid care report (table 2).  

Disability and Age 

From Scotland’s Census 2022 data we can see that a limiting health problem 

or disability that limits a person a little or a lot, increases with age. According 

to the data, 50.2% of people aged 65+ reported that they were limited a little 

or a lot by their health condition or disability, in comparison to 10.5% who 

were under 25 years old (See Appendix 1: Age and Disability Census Data).  

The NRS topic report on Scotland’s Census 2022 disability data15 highlights 

that the percentage of people aged 75 or older who had a limiting health 

problem or disability decreased from 67.1% in 2011 to 62.5% in 2022.  

However, the increase in the total number of people aged 75 or older must be 

considered, as there was a greater number of people aged 75 or over with a 

limiting health problem or disability in 2022 compared to 2011, at 306,576 and 

274,205 respectively. In 2022, more people aged 75 or older reported that 

their activities were limited a lot, at 53.0%, rather than a little, at 47.0%16.  

Scotland’s Census 2022 data also showed that 14.4% of 16 to 34 year-olds 

had a limiting health problem or disability. This is an increase from 2011 in 

which 2.8% of 16 to 34 year olds had a limiting health condition or disability17.  

More young people say they are limited a little at 67.1%, than a lot at 32.9%18. 

Younger people also drove an increase in reports of mental health conditions. 

In 2022,15.4% of 16-to 24-year-olds reported a mental health condition, up 

from 2.5% in 201119. 

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-reports/scotland-s-census-2022-health-disability-and-unpaid-care/
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-reports/scotland-s-census-2022-health-disability-and-unpaid-care/
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Disability and Sex & Gender 

There is a small difference between males and females who have a limiting 

health condition or disability. In the Scotland’s Census 2022, the percentage 

of females with a limiting health condition or disability was 24.9% compared to 

22.3% for males. When compared to 2011, 21.1% of females and 20.5% of 

males reported a limiting health condition or disability (See Appendix 2: 

Disability and Sex). 

Mental health was the condition with the greatest difference observed 

between females and males, with 13.3% of females reporting a mental health 

condition compared to 9.2% of males20. This was observed across age 

brackets, with the biggest sex difference being observed between 16-to-24-

year-olds with 20.4% of females and 10.5% of males reporting a mental health 

condition in this age bracket21. It must be noted that some evidence suggests 

that men are less likely to report mental health difficulties than women cxxiv. 

Therefore, this Census statistic should be read with caution as it does not 

necessarily mean that women experience higher rates of mental health 

conditions than men, only that they are more likely to report a condition.   

A higher proportion of people with a trans status or history had a limiting 

health condition or disability compared to the Scottish population as a whole. 

Scotland’s Census 2022 found that 43.6% of those who reported having a 

trans status or history said that they had a limiting health problem or disability 

(See) and 46.4% of people with a non-binary trans status or history reported a 

limiting health problem or disability (for further trans and non-binary history 

data see Appendix 3: Disability and Trans Status). The higher proportion of 

trans and non-binary people with disabilities is found in other evidence 

including The Scottish Trans 2023 Study22 which found that 67% of their trans 

and non-binary respondents considered themselves to be disabled or to have 

a long-term health condition. Given that the age profile of the trans population 

is much younger than the general population, the high prevalence of disability 
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in this group is particularly noteworthy23. This should be considered when 

developing services for disabled people24. 

Disability and Sexual Orientation  

The sexual orientation group with the highest proportion of people reporting a 

limiting disability or condition was the “other sexual orientation” group at 

37.3%. This includes several different groups of people including “pansexual”, 

“asexual” and “queer”25. This was followed by 30.6% of bisexual people, 

26.7% of heterosexual people and 24.6% of lesbian and gay people. It is 

important to note that 9.7% of people with a limiting health condition or 

disability and 8.2% of the Scottish population aged 16 or over did not answer 

the sexual orientation question.  

Disability and Ethnicity  

This section presents statistics on the percentage of people with a limiting 

health condition or disability by ethnic group based on Census 2022 data. 

These statistics are not age standardised and, as ethnic groups have different 

age profiles, caution must be applied when comparing across groups.  

In the Census 2022, 8.8% of African people reported a limiting health 

condition or disability. There was some variation at a subgroup level, with 

11.4% of African, African Scottish or African British people reporting a limiting 

health condition or disability and 8.6% of people who selected the ‘Other 

African’ ethnic group. The ‘Other African’ group had the lowest proportion of 

people with a limiting health condition or disability compared to all other 

groups. 

12.9% of Asian people reported a limiting health condition or disability. When 

disaggregated, there were notable differences between Asian subgroups. 

18.1% of Pakistani, Pakistani Scottish or Pakistani British people reported a 

limiting health condition or disability, compared to 14.7% of Bangladeshi 

people, 11.4% of people who selected ‘Other Asian’, 9.9% of Indian, Indian 

Scottish or Indian British people, and 8.9% of Chinese people.  
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18.3% of Caribbean or Black people reported a limited health condition or 

disability. There was some variation when comparing prevalence at a 

subgroup level, with 23.3% of Black, Black Scottish or Black British people 

reporting a limited health condition or disability, compared to 18.2% of 

Caribbean, Caribbean Scottish or Caribbean British people, and 17.6% of 

people who selected the ‘Other Caribbean or Black’ ethnic group. 

14.7% of Arab, Arab Scottish or Arab British people reported a limited health 

condition or disability. 15.4% of people who identified with Mixed or multiple 

ethnic groups and 16.3% of people identifying with another ethnic group 

reported a limiting health condition or disability. 

White people were more likely to report a limiting health condition or disability 

compared to all non-White ethnicity groups, at 24.9%. There was also greater 

variation between White subgroups compared to other ethnicity groups. The 

White Scottish, Other White British, and White Irish subgroups had similar 

proportions of people with a limiting health condition or disability at 25.8%, 

24.4%, and 22.8% respectively. In comparison, the White Polish and ‘other 

White’ (which included Other White, Roma, and Showperson) groups had 

lower proportions at 11.9% and 13.1% respectively. 

The Gypsy/Traveller population had the highest proportion of people reporting 

a limiting health condition or disability compared to all other ethnic subgroups 

at 39.5%. Nearly a quarter, 23.4%, of Gypsy/Travellers reported being limited 

a lot, while 16.2% reported being limited a little. This is higher than the rest of 

Scotland where about 10.8% reported being limited a lot and about 13.3% 

reported being limited a little26. 

This chapter has provided an overview of demographics of people who 

reported having a limiting health problem or disability in Scotland’s Census 

2022 data, including intersectional characteristics. The evidence referenced in 

this report highlights that these intersectional characteristics may add to the 

societal barriers that disabled people face and, therefore, should be 

considered during policymaking. The following chapters will discuss evidence 
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which examines disabled people’s experiences of employment, welfare 

provision and poverty. 
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Labour Market  

This chapter provides an overview of demographics, existing research 

regarding inequalities (where comparable data is available) and challenges 

experienced by disabled people in the labour market.  

Employment gap 

Scotland’s Labour Market Insights: April 202527 reported specifically on 

disabled people in employment. It was reported that in January to December 

2024, the employment rate for disabled people aged 16-64 was estimated at 

51.4%28. This is an decrease from 52.7% in 202329. 

Economic inactivity measures people who are neither in work, available for 

work or actively seeking work30. In January to December 2024, Scottish 

Labour Market Insights found that 34.3% of inactive people aged 16 to 64 

gave their reason for being inactive as “long-term sick or disabled”31. This is 

higher than the UK figures at 28.6%32. 

The Disability Employment Gap (DEG) reports the difference between rates of 

employment for disabled people and people without disabilities. Over the 

longer term, the disability employment rate gap has narrowed from 37.4 

percentage points in 2016 to 31.5 percentage points in 202433. The Scottish 

Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) published a briefing in 2024 on the 

declining disability employment gap in Scotland and noted that this is less of a 

decline than expected, however this may be due to an increase in disability in 

workers already employed rather than more disabled people entering the 

workforce34. This briefing suggests that there is a particular increase in 

workers reporting mental health related disabilities and learning difficulties. 

The SPICe briefing also highlighted that disabled workers are 

disproportionately more likely to work in education, retail and health and social 

work compared to people without disabilities. Disabled people are 

disproportionately less likely to work in manufacturing, professional, scientific 

and technical activities, or construction35. 
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Whilst the DEG appears to be reducing and more disabled people are in work 

than in 201436, this could be understood in a potential context of an increasing 

number of workers reporting disability rather than an improvement in access 

to employment for disabled people. The Glasgow Disability Alliance (GDA) 

also noted that progress on improving the employment rate of disabled people 

was temporarily hampered by the Covid-19 pandemic, where the DEG 

increased from 32.6 percentage points in 2019 to 33.4 percentage points in 

202037. Their report theorised this may be due to disabled people’s concerns 

about their health and safety at work which meant they were unable to work 

due to self-isolation and shielding38. GDA suggest the need for more action to 

support disabled people defined as “economically inactive” and help them in to 

work as well as retaining workers with disabilities already in employment39. 

The GDA reported that inequalities and barriers to work are particularly 

experienced by people with learning disabilities and mental distress40.  

Pay  

The Disability Pay Gap measures the difference in income between disabled 

and non-disabled people and provides an insight into pay inequality. In the 

year July 2023 to June 2024, the Trade Union Congress (TUC) found that, 

across the UK, disabled employees earned £2.35 per hour less than non-

disabled employees41. The TUC reported that the median hourly pay for 

disabled employees was £13.68 compared to £16.03 for non-disabled 

employees which means that on average disabled people earned 17.2% less 

than non-disabled people in 2023-202442. The disability pay gap also 

intersects with the gender pay gap as disabled women earned £4.05 less than 

non-disabled men in 2023-202443.  

Experience 

The TUC conducted another survey in 2025 exploring 1,000 disabled workers 

experiences of bullying, harassment and discrimination in the workplace44. 

The report showed that 49% of participants reported experiences of bullying 
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and harassment in the last year alone. Of those who reported an experience 

of bullying or harassment in the last five years, 42% reported a negative 

impact on their mental health, 38% reported a decline in workplace confidence 

and 31% reported a negative impact on their performance at work45. 

Furthermore, 42% of those who had experienced discrimination or 

harassment did not report it to their employer as they said they were worried 

they would not be taken seriously or that it would not be handled fairly46. The 

TUC report47 also found that 20% of participants had not told their employer 

about their health condition or disability, with just over half of these 

participants stating they were worried about repercussions. The most 

commonly feared repercussions were being viewed as unable to do their job, 

losing their job, being treated unfairly, and colleagues being told about their 

disability without consent48. It should be noted that these results may not be 

fully representative of Scotland as they used a British sample. Nonetheless, 

the report begins to provide evidence of the discrimination disabled people 

experience in the workplace. 

Relatedly, the Scottish Trade Union Congress found that only 7% of members 

surveyed thought that the right to request reasonable adjustments at work was 

understood by employers, which the report suggests that even when disabled 

workers disclose their disability, they may face challenges obtaining adequate 

support and adjustments49. It is important to note that both TUC reports 

mentioned above do not provide full details of their methodology. 

The existing research highlights that more work is required to support disabled 

people in employment due to an increase in the number of disabled people in 

employment in Scotland50, a need to improve access to employment for 

specific groups of disabled people51 and that disabled employees face 

discrimination at work52. Research suggests that this could include more work 

on reasonable adjustments, improving accessibility to workplaces and training 

for employers53.  
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There may be value in investigating disabled people’s lived experience of 

employment in the specific context of Scotland, particularly for people with 

intersectional characteristics. 

In reviewing the evidence base, it is recognised that there are ongoing 

challenges around the availability of robust disaggregations of labour market 

statistics by protected characteristic in Scotland.  A significant contributor to 

this has been the reduction in achieved response rates by ONS’s Labour 

Force Survey and Annual Population Survey in recent years54.  Resolving 

these challenges in a sustainable way will be a longer-term challenge across 

the UK.  Programmes of work are being undertaken by both the Scottish 

Government55 and the Office for National Statistics56 in response to these 

issues, which aim to develop more robust and reliable statistics in the coming 

years. 
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Social Security 

Disabled people may face challenges due to the extra daily living and mobility 

costs and sometimes need to pay extra for social care and support57. There 

are different kinds of benefits that disabled people in Scotland can apply to 

access including Disability Payments and Self-Directed Support. This chapter 

will examine the number of applications and uptake of different benefits as 

well as some challenges related to benefits provision. 

In 2022, Adult Disability Payment started to replace Personal Independence 

Payment and Disability Living Allowance for adults in Scotland. These benefits 

were delivered by the Department of Work and Pensions but are now 

administered by Social Security Scotland. Adult disability benefits are non-

means tested payments available to people with ill health or disability and are 

not dependent on work status58. These payments are provided to offset the 

additional costs incurred of ill health and disabilities59. There have been a 

number of themed evaluations on the new payments, for example one 

considering the case transfer process. This looked at client experiences of 

case transfers for Adult Disability Payment (and for Child Disability Payment). 

It highlighted elements that were working well, including communications and 

no gaps in payments. It also provided recommendations, such as making it 

easier for clients to report changes of circumstances and reviewing parts of 

existing guidance60. In July 2025, 484,055 people were in receipt of Adult 

Disability Payment61. Social Security stated that, in July 2025, 40% of the 

Adult Disability Payment caseload had a primary disability condition in the 

Mental and Behavioural disorders category62. Further, 24% of the caseload 

had a primary disability condition in the musculoskeletal diseases category 

and 7% in the diseases of the nervous system63.  

A report from the Scottish Health Equity Research Unit (SHERU) noted a rise 

in new awards for disability benefits in Scotland after the pandemic compared 

to pre-pandemic levels. The largest increase in new awards was for people 

with mental and behavioural disorders which rose from 16,063 in 2018-2020 
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to 52,277 in 2022-202464. SHERU suggests that the rise in awards for Adult 

Disability Payment in Scotland was expected due to publicity around the new 

payment and attempts to make the application easier to complete, as well as 

the Benefit Take Up Strategy 202165. In 2025, an Independent Review of Adult 

Disability Payment found that the application process, “although much kinder 

in nature is still at times inaccessible, complex and burdensome”. It 

recommends further measures to ensure that the client experiences of the 

Adult Disability Payment is person centred66.  

In 2021, Child Disability Payment replaced Disability Living Allowance for 

children in Scotland. Child Disability Payment aims to mitigate some of the 

additional costs of caring for a disabled or terminally ill child or young person. 

Social Security Scotland estimates that, as of 30 September 2025, 91,835 

children and young people were in receipt of the Child Disability Payment67. 

The most common category of a primary disability condition was Mental and 

Behavioural disorders which made up 74% of the total caseload (71,180), of 

which 56% were for Autism, and 17% for ADHD. For more information, see 

the chapter on children and young people in this report.  

Scottish Adult Disability Living Allowance is a benefit which replaces Disability 

Living Allowance. It provides money to help with the extra care and mobility 

costs that a person living with a disability might have. As of 30 September 

2025, 42,720 people were on the Scottish Adult Disability Living Allowance 

caseload, 8% received both care and mobility awards, 10% received a care 

only award, and 12% received mobility only, followed by Mental and 

Behavioural Disorders, accounting for 25%68.  

Pension Age Disability Payment provides financial support for individuals over 

state pension age who have a disability or long-term health condition that 

means they need assistance with looking after themselves, or supervision to 

keep them safe. This benefit was launched in March 2025 as a replacement 

for Attendance Allowance.  As of 31 July 2025, 64,310 people were in receipt 

of Pension Age Disability Payment69. Two rates are available, a lower rate for 
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people with day or night needs and a higher rate for people with day and night 

needs or who are terminally ill.  Of the total caseload, 42,670 (66%) were in 

receipt of the higher rate and 21,645 (34%) were in receipt of the lower rate.  

Self-Directed Support (SDS) is available for everyone in Scotland who needs 

social care services or support and can be received in 4 different ways 

depending on the needs of the individual. While not designed as an income 

benefit, SDS can support disabled people to live fuller lives. SDS can be 

provided in multiple ways: as a payment directly to the person to arrange their 

own support, the support is arranged on behalf of the person, the local 

authority decides and arranges support, or the person uses a mixture of ways 

to arrange their care and support70. The experience of applying for and 

accessing SDS was investigated by the Health Social Care and Sport 

Committee and it was found that it is implemented inconsistently across 

different Health and Social Care Partnerships71. 

SDS is underpinned by an ethos of personalisation of support for disabled 

people which has developed over time in Scotland since the 1990s72. 

Personalisation involves disabled people having choice and control over their 

support73 as well as having the flexibility to purchase services and participate 

in society74. Personalisation is associated with a move away from 

professionals making decisions about disabled people and a move towards 

people who use services having the power to decide what they need for 

themselves75. Self-directed support is one way in which Scotland attempts to 

achieve personalisation of care and independent living for disabled people 

and is underlined by four principles: collaboration, involvement, informed 

choice, participation and dignity.  

However, evidence suggests that the policy of personalisation and the ethos 

of choice for disabled people is not always achieved in practice. This is often 

due to funding restrictions76. In addition, one study investigated the extent to 

which disabled people knew about their right to independence and if they were 

able to access support to achieve this through SDS77. This research carried 
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out qualitative interviews with practitioners (due to ethical concerns of 

involving people accessing the support themselves). This research suggested 

that SDS increased service users' awareness of their rights but the complexity 

of the process of applying for SDS meant that it was difficult to achieve the 

actualisation of independence and personalised care in practice78.   

In another survey of 637 people who received SDS, SDS Scotland found that 

while most people felt that they had enough time to choose their SDS option, 

some participants in this study talked about their social worker choosing their 

SDS option for them or not having clarity about what was available to them, 

which is contrary to the underlining principle of personalisation79. This report 

highlights that while professionals play important roles in supporting access to 

appropriate services for disabled people, they should not be making decisions 

on their behalf as choice and control are key components of SDS policy80. 

Another key concern highlighted in this report was funding cuts to SDS 

budgets and the impact this could have on people on low incomes receiving 

the support81.   

One research study by Rummery, Lawrence and Russell investigated the 

experience of disabled people using personalised services using a Scottish 

dataset of 6 focus groups and a survey of 126 disabled people and their family 

carers82. This study found that disabled people used or wanted to use SDS for 

many varied activities such as personal care, leisure and recreational 

activities, and housework. Participants in this study highlighted that there were 

a range of needs that were unmet through SDS including transport, work, 

leisure and education. Participants highlighted that payments were not flexible 

enough as options for how to use SDS were solely focused on provision of 

personal care which undermines the ethos of personalisation. The research 

suggests that this, as well as an overuse of bureaucracy by agencies 

providing care, led to a lack of trust towards said agencies.  

Glasgow Disability Alliance reported that when attempting to access benefits, 

the respondents to their survey suggested that 82% of the respondents felt 
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they had been treated differently or unfairly because of their disability83. In 

addition, 65% felt they had been treated unfairly because of another 

characteristic, such as their race or ethnicity, being a woman, being an older 

person, being LGBT or being overweight, highlighting the importance of 

understanding and acknowledging intersectional experiences84.  

Despite available welfare support for disabled people in Scotland, many 

disabled people continue to experience poverty which will now be examined in 

the following chapter.  
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Poverty  

As explored in the previous chapters, evidence suggests that disabled people 

are disproportionately impacted by barriers to employment and higher living 

costs associated with disability, which may in turn mean they are likely to 

experience poverty85. The following chapter discusses evidence about 

disabled people’s experiences of poverty.  

The Scottish Government reported on poverty rates (See Appendix 6 for 

definitions of poverty measures) for disabled people across a 3-year period of 

2021-2024 and highlighted that poverty rates are higher for households in 

which someone is disabled in comparison to households without a disabled 

member86. In 2021-24, the poverty rate after housing costs for people in 

households with a disabled person was 23% which amounts to 550,000 

people each year. This compares with 17% (510,000 people) in a household 

without disabled household members87.  

However, disabled people in Scotland face additional costs associated with 

managing their disabilities which can lead to poverty88. Disabled people report 

that they pay high prices for essentials such as food and utilities, due to 

increased usage requirements and the need for specialist items, care and 

treatments to manage their disability89. This has been exacerbated by the 

cost-of-living crisis in which the cost of everyday items has increased90. Food 

costs also rose for disabled people during the pandemic due to the increased 

need to shop online and associated delivery costs91. These increased costs 

can have a negative impact on disabled people by increasing debt and forcing 

them to make choices between essential items such as heating or food which 

can make health conditions and disabilities worse92.  

The Scottish Government presents a second disability poverty measure which 

excludes disability payments from analysis. This aims to partly account for 

additional living costs incurred by a disability to allow a more balanced 

comparison of households with and without a disabled household member. 
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This analysis shows that the poverty rate was 26% (640,000 people each 

year) for people living with a disabled household member, and 16% (470,000 

people) for those without, demonstrating that both with and without disability 

benefits, households with a disabled member experience higher rates of 

poverty than those without a disabled member.  

Inclusion Scotland noted that the increased cost of electricity and broadband 

leads to digital exclusion for disabled people. These higher costs act as a 

barrier to using assistive technology and can prevent some disabled people 

from accessing support and online platforms including the Universal Credit 

online Journal which could impact access to benefits93. Evidence suggests 

that disabled people face digital exclusion which can have negative impact on 

disabled people’s connection to wider society and important information94. The 

Scottish Household Survey 2019 revealed that 71% of adults with limiting 

long-term physical or mental health condition or illness reported using the 

internet, which is lower than adults with a non-limiting condition at 90% and 

those who had no condition or illness at 94%95.  

UK disability charity SCOPE estimated that, for the year 2024 to 2025, 

disabled households needed on average an additional £1,095 a month to 

have the same standard of living as non-disabled households96. The extra 

cost of disability for SCOPE’s report was measured by comparing the 

difference in the standard of living between disabled and non-disabled 

households. The standard of living of each household was calculated based 

on whether important goods or services could be afforded and on the ability of 

each household to conduct essential household tasks and manage finances97. 

The measure also accounted for disability benefits by including these in 

household incomes. SCOPE used UK wide data taken from the Family 

Resources survey. It is important to note that the extra cost of disability may 

be different for Scotland compared to the UK has a whole due to the different 

type of support available.  
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Despite the available welfare support payments (see chapter on Benefits) 

provided for disabled people in Scotland it is clear from the evidence 

presented that disabled people are impacted by poverty98 and the cost of 

living crisis99 coupled with fewer opportunities to access employment100 to 

mitigate this (see chapter on Employment).  
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Housing 

This chapter will present some of the limited evidence found on disabled 

people’s experiences of housing and homelessness identified in this review. 

Scottish Government data on the support needs of main applicants in 

households facing homelessness suggest that 30% had a mental health 

problem, 5% had a learning disability, 7% had a physical disability, and 12% 

had a medical condition101. In addition, Scottish Core Questions 2023 data 

shows that social renters were more likely to have a limiting, long-term 

physical or mental health condition (48.7%) than those in the private rented 

sector (22.7%), those who own their homes outright (29.8%) and those who 

own their homes through a mortgage (15.8%)102. 

As of 2024, Scotland had 3,173 housing stock options adapted for wheelchair 

use, 24,410 for ambulant disabled and 2,230 for other disability 

adaptations103. Housing Options Scotland investigated the allocation of 

accessible and adaptable homes for disabled people104 which suggested that 

policies and processes aiming to allocate disabled people to appropriate 

housing are complex and often difficult to understand for those going through 

the process. This report found that disabled people often lived in inappropriate 

housing while waiting for a more accessible home which can cause physical 

and emotional harm. This report highlights that disabled people and their 

families should have equal housing opportunities and recommended that 

policy needs to be adapted to reduce the stress and exclusion faced by 

disabled people trying to access accessible housing. Isolation from services 

and infrastructure was highlighted to be a particular challenge for disabled 

people in rural local authorities as there is less choice of accessible housing in 

these areas.  

It is important to consider the individual disabilities, and how these may impact 

experiences in relation to housing. A report by McKenzie et al investigated the 

views of staff members and service users about the support needs of 
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homeless people with intellectual disabilities and identified barriers to support 

due to the persons intellectual disability not being disclosed or identified105. 

This research reflected the challenges faced by people with intellectual 

disabilities who were homeless, such as needing more help to complete forms 

to access housing, increased vulnerability to exploitation, and the 

inaccessibility of services. The research reported that a screening 

questionnaire was tested and found that this was a useful way of identifying 

support needs for people seeking housing with intellectual disabilities. 

More research investigating the housing needs and challenges of disabled 

people in Scotland may be useful to gather a fuller understanding of their 

experiences as the evidence presented here is limited. 

  



42 
 

Health  

This chapter aims to highlight the importance of context and type of disability 

when exploring disabled people’s experiences of health. 

As disability and health are interlinked, this chapter discusses evidence 

focusing on two examples of health and wellbeing of disabled people in 

Scotland: the impact of COVID-19 on disabled people’s mental health, and 

health outcomes and experiences when examining particular disabilities106.  

Mental Health and COVID-19 

It is clear from Scotland’s Census 2022 data, and across other evidence in 

this review, that mental health difficulties are common in the disabled 

population and can be a cause of disability for many people in Scotland. The 

research presented in this chapter explores the mental health of disabled 

people during COVID-19.  

Evidence suggests that the COVID-19 Pandemic had a negative impact on 

disabled people’s mental health. The Office of National Statistics surveyed 

people in the UK aged 16 and over and found that in February 2021, 46% of 

disabled people said the pandemic had a negative impact on their mental 

health in comparison to 28% of non-disabled people107. Despite the easing of 

restrictions by December 2021, disabled people were still more likely to report 

worse mental health compared to non-disabled people, at 50% and 31% 

respectively. It should be noted that these surveys had low sample sizes for 

Scotland and may not be representative of the Scottish population as a whole. 

108. 

Glasgow Disability Alliance (GDA) investigated the mental health of disabled 

people through focus groups with 37 disabled members after the pandemic 

restrictions eased in 2022109. This study also found that the pandemic had 

negatively impacted participant’s mental health due to increased isolation and 

fear for their safety110.  Participants in this research reflected that they did not 

feel they were taken seriously when they tried to access mental health support 
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specifically due to a lack of understanding of comorbidity between mental and 

physical conditions from service providers111. Participants also reflected that 

they received inappropriate suggestions from health professionals when in 

mental health crisis and were often dismissed without support112.  

Health Outcomes and Experiences for Intellectual Conditions  

Disabled people may experience differing health outcomes and experiences 

based on different conditions which can influence their experiences of health 

inequality113. This section discusses the role that intellectual conditions, as an 

example of disability based on existing evidence, can have on health 

outcomes and experiences. As mentioned previously, the language used here 

matches the language used in the research discussed.  

For context, Scotland’s 2022 Census found that the percentage of people 

reporting a learning difficulty increased from 2.0% in 2011 to 3.3% in 2022, 

with younger people being more likely to report a learning difficulty than older 

people. The percentage of people reporting a developmental disorder 

increased from 0.6% in 2011 to 2.2% in 2022. In relation to intersectional 

disabilities, Kinnear et al. also demonstrates that people with intellectual 

disabilities and autism are more likely to report mental health conditions than 

people without these disabilities114. 

People with intellectual conditions have a lower reported median age at death 

and higher rate of avoidable deaths. According to a study by Rydzewska et al 

using the 2011 Scotland Census, the median age at death among Scottish 

adults aged 25 and older with intellectual disabilities is 65 years compared to 

80 years for adults without an intellectual disability115. There is also a higher 

proportion of avoidable deaths for adults with an intellectual disability with 

31.7% versus 18.2% for adults without an intellectual disability. Avoidable 

deaths include those were treatable or preventable116. Rydzewska et al 

investigated Census 2011 data to create comparative cohorts of adults with 

and without intellectual disabilities. This could be replicated to investigate the 

Census 2022 data for more up to date understanding of mortality for disabled 
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people. This study urges greater investigation into the role that health 

inequalities play on mortality for people with intellectual disabilities in 

Scotland.  

Ward et al117 used Scotland’s 2011 Census to identify intellectual disabilities 

and linked these to records in Scottish Cancer Registry and death certificate 

data (March 2011-December 2019). The control cohort without intellectual 

disabilities and/or autism were used for indirect standardisation and 

calculation of crude incident rates/crude mortality rates, and age-sex 

standardised incident rate ratios/standardised mortality ratios (SIR/SMR). This 

study found that adults with intellectual disabilities were more likely to die of 

cancer than the general population. Adults with intellectual disabilities were 

less likely to be diagnosed with cancer and were disproportionately more likely 

to die from cancer118. The higher instance of death may be due to later 

presentation and diagnosis and poorer treatment compliance. This study 

recommends that more accessible public health approaches are required to 

help people with intellectual disabilities and healthcare professionals identify 

cancer in this population. Similar to above, this study used data from the 

Scotland’s 2011 Census, so the results may be different if looking at the most 

recent census (2022).   

Research suggests that there are intersectional challenges faced by women 

with intellectual disabilities in Scotland. Wiseman and Ferrie119 asked 21 

women who self-identified as having an intellectual disability to complete a 

questionnaire and 12 took part in focus groups. The participants in this study 

reflected that they did not receive sex education and were removed from sex 

education classes which left them feeling infantilised and unequal to their 

peers. The participants also reported that when they did receive educational 

material about reproduction, they were inaccessible. Participants also noted 

that they received limited education about menstrual health and were not 

given information or choices about contraception with an overwhelming focus 

on avoiding pregnancy. The authors suggested that most women in the focus 
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groups reported that they had been given hormonal contraception without 

discussion and were not informed about non-hormonal contraceptive 

methods. Participants had limited understanding about Sexually Transmitted 

Infections with some believing the hormonal contraception they were on would 

also protect them from venereal disease, which is not the case. Lastly, 

participants reported a lack of information about reproductive health including 

smear tests, breast screening and menopause, particularly among older 

participants.  

This section has highlighted that disabled people’s experiences of health can 

be impacted by contexts, such as COVID-19, and highlights the importance of 

understanding how specific disabilities may impact outcomes and health 

experiences, which may also be compounded by other intersectional 

characteristics. It may be useful for future research to investigate specific 

conditions in relation to health in particular contexts and the impacts of 

different intersectional characteristics on these experiences, such as ethnicity, 

age and gender, in more detail, as well as exploring the impact of other policy 

topics discussed across this report on health experiences.  
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Experiences of Services 

This Review has found that disabled people face challenges when accessing 

services.  

Inclusion Scotland surveyed disabled people with intersectional protected 

characteristics including trans people, ethnic minorities and those from low-

income backgrounds120. This co-produced research was led by a group of 

disabled people with lived experience of intersectional discrimination. The 

survey was sent out to Inclusion Scotland’s networks to collect experiences of 

accessing services and 96 people responded. Additionally, 13 interviews were 

carried out with people of different intersectional characteristics.  

In the survey, 91% of the respondents felt that they were treated unfairly when 

accessing public services due to their disability, and 89% said that they 

regularly avoided services because they were worried about how they would 

be treated. As a result, 98% of respondents said they regularly avoided 

services and 74% have changed where they access services121. In addition, 

60% of the respondents felt that they were treated unfairly when accessing 

public services due to their intersectional identity of being disabled as well as 

at least one other characteristic. Further, one disabled transgender participant 

spoke about not being able to access an LGBT support group due to 

inaccessible buildings. The participants in this study highlight that disabled 

people with intersecting characteristics can be dismissed by professionals, not 

provided with key information about services they are intitled to and faced with 

more barriers due to inaccessible structures. This research usefully highlights 

that disabled people may be disadvantaged in multiple ways and that support 

systems do not consider intersectional aspects of a person’s identity. 

This evidence review also found challenges for disabled people when 

accessing health and social care services specifically. The Public Bodies 

(Joint Working) (Scotland) Act 2014 was introduced to integrate and 

restructure service provision for health and social care in Scotland which led 



47 
 

to the development of health and social care partnerships. Integrated care 

aims to improve patient outcomes and enhance quality of life through 

community-based support provision, reducing the necessity for people 

receiving health care to be in hospital122. However, there have also been 

challenges with successfully achieving the aims of this legislation including 

funding limitations and a greater need for decentralised accountability and 

governance processes123. 

MacPherson et al examined how some of the changes to health and social 

care impacted the professionals as well as people with learning disabilities 

receiving community support. A key finding for this study was that resources 

are being reduced, and support organisations reported uncertainty about 

whether they would receive continued funding to support disabled people in 

their communities124. The uncertainty of funding also led to a disconnect 

between the needs of learning-disabled people wanting to participate in 

meaningful activities and the possibility of this due to a lack of available or 

engaged support staff. Further, this study found that the provision of services 

was inconsistent depending on location with some areas having no available 

support services for people with learning disabilities particularly those with 

complex needs or specific age groups, this was the case for both urban and 

rural areas125.  

More generally, Glasgow Disability Alliance carried out a survey of 756 of their 

members and found that many of their respondents found it difficult to access 

health and support services126.  The report found that there appears to be a 

lack of GPs working in areas of low socioeconomic status despite attempts to 

restructure health care provision127. GDA, whose members are predominantly 

residents in urban areas of Glasgow and the surrounding local authorities, 

found that 85% of respondents were concerned about accessing services, 

with 85% of these unable to access mental health services, 89% unable to 

access healthcare appointments and 73% saying that the social care they 

received did not meet their needs128.  Respondents to this survey suggest that 
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this is because of waiting lists for appointments, a tightening of eligibility 

criteria and that accessing the social care system is stressful129. An additional 

report from Glasgow Disability Alliance highlighted the intersectional impacts 

of service provision during COVID-19 for disabled women who felt there was a 

lack of support during this time130. 

Services that are not able to fully meet the needs of disabled people may 

result in a lack of trust. The Scottish Household Survey 2023 showed that 

overall disabled people were less likely to trust all public institutions and 

services than non-disabled people131. However, the Scottish Household 

Survey does not ask participants why they respond in this way, so further 

research is required.  
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Children & Young People 

This chapter presents available research regarding inequalities (where 

comparable data is available) and challenges faced by disabled children and 

young people in Scotland in schools, higher education and transitions out of 

education for young people. 

The current evidence that meets the criteria for inclusion in this review is 

limited. It may be useful to carry out further investigations into existing 

evidence about disabled children at school, and young people at university by 

widening the date and location criteria in future work. More up to date 

examination of disabled young peoples’ lived experience would be also be 

beneficial.  

Demographics  

According to the Scottish Census 2022, around 11.8%132 of the disabled 

population in Scotland is under 25 and 6.6% of the disabled population is 

under 18133.  

The Summary Statistics for Schools publication reported in 2024 the total 

number of pupils in primary, secondary, and special schools who were 

assessed or declared as having a disability is 26,092 out of a total of 702,428 

which is 3.7% of all pupils at school134. Of these, 16,963 were male and 9,129 

were female135.  

Additionally, the administrative data from Summary Statistics for Schools 

provides information about the number of students who require additional 

support at school. The most common reasons for additional support were 

social, emotional and behavioural difficulty with 70,988 pupils requiring 

support for this, followed by Autistic Spectrum Disorder (36,773) and Dyslexia 

(35,245)136. Statistics from the 2024 pupil census showed that 284,448 pupils 

had additional support needs137 which represented 40.5% of the pupil 

population138. For younger children, the Early Learning and Childcare Census 

reported in 2024 that 2% of children registered with early learning and 
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childcare centres in Scotland were disabled and 19% had additional support 

needs139. However, it is important to note that additional/educational support 

needs should not always be understood as proxy indicators for disability in 

school children because they can include needs that lie outside definitions of 

disability, such as English as a second language and “difficulties at home”140.  

A CELCIS 2024141 report highlights that there are some difficulties in collecting 

data on disabled children. The article suggests that disability is more difficult 

to define for children as it is can be challenging to distinguish between a 

disability, a developmental delay or the impact of trauma.  

Experiences of Children and Young People in Education 

Previous research has indicated that while policy mandates inclusion in 

schools, this does not always happen in practice, and this may warrant further 

investigation142.  The EHRC (Equality and Human Rights Commission) 

highlighted that despite overall exclusion from school declining across 

Scotland, having additional support needs or being assessed or declared as 

having a disability continues to be associated with an increased likelihood of 

exclusion from school143.  

Wilson et al. interviewed 10 teachers to investigate what impact teachers’ 

attitudes have on the inclusion of children with ADHD in schools. ADHD is not 

explicitly measured in the standard school education statistics; however, it is 

one of the most common neurodevelopmental disabilities among children144. 

Participants in this study suggested that teachers had to prioritise their time 

and support provision for students with ADHD. Participants also suggested 

ADHD was perceived as less important than other disabilities, with some 

participants highlighting the need to focus on children with Autism. Other 

participants questioned the validity of the diagnosis of ADHD and suggested 

that it was a consequence of the child’s home life, therefore outwith the control 

of the school or the teacher, which may in turn impact the access the child has 

to educational support. There also appeared to be a theme of limited training 

amongst the participants. Those with a lack of knowledge of the disorder led 
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to more negative attitudes which made it more difficult for teachers to support 

children with ADHD and to find inclusive strategies for teaching children with 

ADHD.  

A study by Cox and Marshall145 examined educational attainment for children 

with disabilities in Scotland. This study used longitudinal data from the 1991, 

2001 and 2011 Scottish Census and found that the only category of disability 

that was significantly related to early school leavers was mental health 

problems which suggests that there is a lack of support for children with 

mental ill health to help them stay on to senior years. Children with disabilities 

who were registered to sit advanced exams were no less likely to achieve 

three good passes than those without disabilities. However, it should be noted 

that children with learning difficulties and developmental disorders were also 

significantly less likely to be registered to sit advanced examinations. 

Registration for advanced examination in this report is used as a proxy 

indicator for expected advanced achievement, and this paper suggests that 

this finding demonstrates less expectation of advanced academic 

achievement.  

The EHRC does note that there has been a rise in the proportion of disabled 

16-19-year-olds moving to positive destinations after compulsory secondary 

education with an increase from 86.3% in 2018 to 88.7% in 2022146. One 

study tested an Independent Living Fund allowance to aid with transitions out 

of school, many participants used this for things like driving lessons and to 

participate in activities concluding that it was a successful approach to helping 

young disabled people with their transition out of school147. However, other 

research suggests a lack of support for disabled young people transitioning 

out of school which reinforces barriers to inclusion and adds to inequalities of 

outcomes148. 

Scotland’s Census 2022 provides a record of full-time students, including all 

persons aged 4 and above who may be in school, higher, or further education 

by disability149.  Among full-time students, 12.9% of those aged 16 to 24 had a 
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health problem or disability that limited their day-to-day activities a lot or a 

little150. However, there was very little up to date empirical research about the 

experiences of disabled university and college students in Scotland identified 

in scoping for this review. The British Council carried out a review of disability 

inclusion for students in higher education in the UK and found that there has 

been growth in the number of higher education students in the UK with 5.4% 

of students disclosing a disability in the academic year 2003-2004 compared 

with 15.9% in 2021-22151. This report finds that across UK evidence sources, 

disabled students are less satisfied with their experiences of higher education 

than students who are not disabled and suggests that improvements in 

institutional infrastructure and inclusivity and support programmes would help 

to improve disabled students accessing higher education in the UK152.  

Riddell et al carried out a study in 2021 which compared disabled children’s 

rights in England and Scotland. They found that there were many similarities 

between the two nations in terms of efforts to promote the rights of children 

with disabilities in schools but also found some key areas of inequalities153. 

Teachers in the study reported that they found it challenging to include and 

interpret the views of children with complex needs such as reduced 

communication abilities. The views of parents and children with additional 

needs from areas of deprivation were reported to be disregarded in 

comparison to middle class parents. This study reports that more needs to be 

done in both Scotland and England to more fully and meaningfully engage 

with decisions specifically around conflict resolution and choice of school. It 

also highlights that Schools in Scotland do not consistently use support plans 

for children with additional support needs and therefore their support, and 

opportunity to contribute their views about the kind of support they want, is 

reduced therefore undermining the rights of disabled children. 

This section of the Evidence Review has demonstrated that disabled children 

experience challenges and unequal outcomes in education. More could be 

researched to understand young disabled peoples lived experience in Scottish 
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schools and universities. Additionally, more could be understood about their 

experiences of transitions from other policy areas, such as children’s health 

services to adult health services.  

  



54 
 

Discrimination and Safety 

The 2023 Scottish Household Survey reported that 12% of respondents with a 

disability said they experienced discrimination in the last 12 months, in 

comparison to 6% of non-disabled people reporting an experience of 

discrimination. Similarly, adults with a disability were almost twice as likely to 

respond that they had experienced harassment (7%) in comparison to adults 

without a disability (4%)154. 

The 2024 Scottish Household Survey also gives some insights into 

perceptions of community safety for people with disabilities in Scotland. The 

survey notes that there is a significant difference between disabled people and 

non-disabled people who feel safe walking alone in their neighbourhood after 

dark, with 62% of disabled people feeling safe in comparison to 83% of non-

disabled people155.  

Research shows that disabled people also tend to face exclusion and barriers 

to accessing public transport. Disabled people report being less satisfied with 

public transport than they used to be. In 2019, 69% were satisfied in 

comparison to 60% in 2023, however the statistics do not explore why156. In 

2023, disabled people were also less likely to feel safe on the train during the 

evening than non-disabled people (66% compared to 83%). This was also the 

case for buses with 54% of disabled people feeling safe and secure compared 

to 76% of non-disabled people157. Relevant to the chapter on service 

provision, a study by Drill UK found that toilets on public transport often do not 

meet the needs of disabled people even if they are built to regulations. Drill 

UK highlighted that public toilets are too difficult to find and are often too small 

to access, advocating that toilets which are designed by and with disabled 

people will ensure better accessibility158. 

Stigmatising attitudes towards disabled people receiving benefits is a further 

type of discrimination faced by disabled people in Scotland. In 2024, Thorp 

and Larner highlighted in a representative survey in Wales and Scotland that 
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perceptions on the causes of disability can influence public attitudes to 

deservingness of welfare benefits. This study asked participants about their 

attitudes towards a fictitious male subject, either David or Khalid, with a brain 

injury which was acquired either from birth, a motorcycle accident or through 

illicit drug use. Participants were asked to what extent the male subject 

deserves some financial assistance from the government and to what extent 

the male subject was responsible for their injury. This study found that if the 

claimant was perceived as responsible for their impairment they were seen as 

less deserving of social welfare provision than those who acquired their 

disability at birth. Adding in the intersectional perspective of migrant status 

and minority ethnicity, this study found that these factors had some influence 

on the perception of deservingness, but that it was inconsistent across the 

scenarios of disability acquired at birth, a motorcycle accident, or through drug 

abuse. For example, respondents were least likely to believe that Khalid (an 

ethnic minority migrant) was deserving of financial support when he had 

acquired his disability at birth, through no responsibility of his own. The 

authors conclude this might be connected to perceptions of the possibility of 

“benefit tourism”. On the other hand, the minority ethnic and migrant status did 

not significantly affect how deserving respondents believed Khalid was if the 

disability was acquired through own responsibility through a motorcycle 

accident or drug abuse. Thorp and Larner conclude: “migrant status alone 

ha[s] no significant impact on the perceived deservingness of a disabled 

claimant”. This demonstrates the complexity and nuance around a key 

intersectional aspect of discrimination towards disabled people from migrants 

in Scotland159. 
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Crime & Justice 

According to the Scottish Crime and Justice survey 2023-24, disabled people 

were more likely to experience crime than non-disabled people, with 23.5% of 

disabled people experiencing crime in comparison with 18.6% of non-disabled 

people160. Similarly, fewer disabled adults say that crime has decreased or 

stayed the same, in comparison to adults without disabilities, (64% and 73% 

respectively)161.   

Hate crime charges on the basis of disability reported to the Crown Office and 

Procurator Fiscal Service by Police Scotland162 have increased over time. 

“Disability aggravated offences” is defined as a substantive charge that is 

aggravated by hostility towards a person’s perceived or actual disability in 

terms of Section 1 of the Offences (Aggravation by Prejudice) (Scotland) Act 

2009. In 2019-20, 7% of all hate crimes were an aggravation of prejudice 

related to disability163. This proportion rose to 18% in 2024-25, making it the 

third most commonly reported type of hate crime after racial and sexual 

orientation (56% and 28% respectively). In 2024-25, the Crown Office and 

Procurator Fiscal Service operational database recorded 1,069 hate crime 

charges related to disability. This is an increase of 15% from the previous year 

(2023-24) and also marks the highest annual number of charges since the 

legislation on this aggravation came into force in 2010. In 2024-25, 80% of 

offences reported with a disability aggravation related to threatening or 

abusive behaviour.  

Research suggests that the lower numbers for disability hate crime reported in 

earlier years may not be evidence of low levels of violence but rather likely 

under-reporting and the potential normalisation of violence against disabled 

people164. As Chakraborti & Hardy165 suggests that disabled people, and 

people with learning disabilities specifically, may find it challenging to report 

targeted violence not only because of inaccessible reporting systems but also 

out of fear of institutional reprisals from the police, for example. People with 
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learning disabilities are also concerned that they will not be seen as credible 

or they face barriers to reporting as the person “supporting” them may also be 

the perpetrator of violence166. 

Hall and Bates 2019 found that disabled people experience harassment and 

violence as well as low-level micro-aggressions as they attempt to navigate 

large cities in Scotland167. Similarly, Wiseman & Watson168 carried out 

interviews with 12 adults with learning disabilities and two focus groups with 

ten adults with learning disabilities across four cities in Scotland. The four key 

themes found in this study were: “community violence,” “impacts on 

wellbeing,” “invalidation,” and “belonging.” This article describes participant 

experiences of violence in community settings such as transport, care and 

within their own homes. The research highlights that these experiences of 

violence impacted the wellbeing of participants. 

Incarceration can be a difficult experience for people with learning disabilities 

due to inaccessible prison structures and regimes, as well as a lack of support 

and discrimination169. A study by Gormley found that the participants in the 

research, who were prisoners with learning difficulties, did not understand 

their sentence or understand how long they were going to spend in prison 

despite having been assessed as legally competent. This study highlighted 

the failures in prison structures and practices in accounting for people with 

learning disabilities. This study also demonstrated that incarcerated people 

with learning difficulties have reported feeling excluded from systems and 

decisions being made about them. These decisions and systems are not 

communicated in an accessible way, and this report argues that it further 

marginalises disabled people in the criminal justice system.   
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Conclusion 

This review has presented the current evidence from 2019 to August 2025 

about disabled people’s experiences in Scotland. This review presented 

demographic and intersectional information about the disabled population of 

Scotland. This Evidence Review found that disabled people experience 

inequalities in outcomes compared to people without disabilities and negative 

experiences across areas of Scottish society including labour market, poverty, 

health, accessing services, education, and within their communities 

(discrimination and crime).  

This Evidence Review demonstrates that there are inconsistencies in the 

ways in which disability is understood and that despite a focus on the social 

model of disability in Scottish Government policy, much of the existing 

measurement standards and research landscape uses the medical model of 

disability.  

According to the census there are more people reporting a disability in 2022 

than there were in 2011. There are particularly higher rates in reported mental 

health conditions. Further, there are notably higher rates of disability for those 

with intersecting characteristics including trans people and those in Gypsy/ 

Traveller communities. Findings in this review suggest that intersectional 

characteristics such as ethnicity, gender, trans status and sexual orientation 

can lead to disabled people experiencing compounded inequality. However, 

very little evidence about disabled people from minority ethnic groups in 

Scotland was identified for this review and it may be beneficial to carry out in 

depth research into the ways in which ethnicity and disability intersect in a 

Scottish specific context. 

Disabled people face economic challenges which is tied to higher costs 

associated with disability. Poverty rates for disabled people are higher than 

those without disabilities and face challenges securing accessible housing. 

The benefits system can be challenging and does not always meet the needs 
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of disabled people in Scotland. There are employment and pay gaps between 

people with and without disabilities which create compounding inequalities 

when compared to non-disabled people.  

Finally, disabled people may face challenges accessing services and support 

and can experience discrimination as a result of their disability and other 

intersectional characteristics, such as age and ethnicity.  

This Evidence Review also found some evidence gaps that would benefit from 

being addressed in future research and these specific gaps are mentioned 

throughout the review.  

 The following recommendations are based on the conclusions made 

throughout the report, which have been summarised into broad focuses: 

• Although in some cases experiences of specific disabilities have been 

highlighted, this evidence reviews focused largely on aggregated 

experiences of ‘disability’. A deeper exploration of how the experiences 

discussed in this evidence review differ across different types of 

disability is required to understand where challenges are the most 

pressing and tailored approaches are required for inclusive 

policymaking.  

• It is important that future research on disabled people investigates the 

ways in which experiences of inequality can impact disabled people with 

intersecting characteristics, for example ethnicity and disability, across 

intersecting policy areas in Scotland to effectively inform service design 

and policy provision.    

• Finally, this report was able to find a large body of evidence to 

understand inequalities (where comparable) and challenges that 

disabled people face. Therefore, better use of existing data and creation 

of new evidence about disabled people should be used in future 

policymaking to progress towards the overall vision of the Disability 

Equality Plan.   
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Future work being carried out in the Scottish Government may also aid in 

understanding more about inequalities experienced by disabled people in 

Scotland. For example, the Strategy for Transitions for Disabled Children and 

Disabled Students will be taken forward from 2025170.  This report provides an 

evidence base to inform this and other future policy as well as an opportunity 

to collaborate with Disabled People’s Organisations to improve inequalities 

and challenges for disabled people in Scotland. 

Next Steps 

Our Disability Equality Plan represents the first phase of activity to improve the 

lives of disabled people, with a focus on laying the foundations for future work 

through a strong focus on collective leadership, accountability and disability 

competence.  

As the Scottish Government moves through delivery of this Plan, and works 

towards developing the next phase of a longer-term approach to address 

systemic inequalities and barriers for disabled people, the evidence review will 

be central to our work. This report provides an evidence base to inform future 

policy and collaborate with DPOS in order to improve inequalities and 

challenges for disabled people in Scotland.  

We will work with DPOs to co-design research to fill priority gaps, working 

within available budget and other resource constraints. Drawing on this 

evidence, a monitoring and evaluation framework will set out the key 

indicators that will be used to measure progress and the impact of our actions. 
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Appendix 1: Disability and Age Census 

Data  

Table 1: Percentage of people with and without a long-term limiting health 

condition by age, 6 categories, Scotland 2022   

Age 

People with a long-term 

disability or health 

condition that limits them a 

little or a lot 

People without a long-

term disability or 

health condition 

Age 0 to 15 8.0% 92.0% 

Age 16 to 24 14.2% 85.8% 

Age 25 to 34 14.5% 85.5% 

Age 35 to 49 17.7% 82.3% 

Age 50 to 64 28.2% 71.8% 

Age 65 or over 50.2% 49.8% 

Source: Scotland’s Census 2022 

 

  

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/
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Appendix 2: Disability and Sex Age 

Standardised Census Data  

Table 2: Age standardised percentage of people with and without a long-term 

limiting health condition or disability, by sex, Scotland 2022  

Sex People with a 

long-term 

disability or health 

condition that 

limits them a lot 

People with a long-

term disability or 

health condition 

that limits them a 

little 

People without a 

long-term 

disability or health 

condition 

Female 11.1% 13.8% 75.1% 

Male 9.9% 12.4% 77.7% 

Source: Scotland’s Census 2022 Report on Health, disability and unpaid care 

Notes: Age-Standardised Percentages (ASPs) allow for comparisons to be 

made in health outcomes between populations living in different geographical 

areas and over time that may contain different age structures. ASPs adjust 

observed rates for a health outcome (e.g. disability) to a standard population 

with a known age structure. This means that the populations being compared 

are adjusted to have the same age structure as the standard population. See 

Scotland’s Census methodology for more information. 

Table 3: Age standardised percentage of people with and without a long-term 

limiting health condition or disability, by sex, Scotland 2011 

Sex 

People with a long-

term disability or 

health condition that 

limits them a lot 

People with a long-

term disability or 

health condition that 

limits them a little 

People without a 

long-term disability 

or health condition 

Female  10.3%  10.8%  78.9%   

Male  10.1%  10.4%  79.5%   

Source: Scotland’s Census 2022 Report on Health, disability and unpaid care 

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-reports/scotland-s-census-2022-health-disability-and-unpaid-care/
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/about/2022-census/statistical-methodology/age-standardisation/
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/about/2022-census/statistical-methodology/age-standardisation/
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-reports/scotland-s-census-2022-health-disability-and-unpaid-care/
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Notes: Age-Standardised Percentages (ASPs) allow for comparisons to be 

made in health outcomes between populations living in different geographical 

areas and over time that may contain different age structures. ASPs adjust 

observed rates for a health outcome (e.g. disability) to a standard population 

with a known age structure. This means that the populations being compared 

are adjusted to have the same age structure as the standard population. See 

Scotland’s Census methodology for more information. 

 

 

  

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/about/2022-census/statistical-methodology/age-standardisation/
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/about/2022-census/statistical-methodology/age-standardisation/
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Appendix 3: Disability and Trans Status / 

History Data 

Table 4: Percentage of people with and without a long-term limiting health 

condition by trans status, 6 categories, Scotland 2022 

Trans Status / History People with a long-

term disability or 

health condition 

that limits them a 

little or a lot 

People without a 

long-term 

disability or health 

condition 

 

No: Not trans and does not 

have a trans history  
26.8% 73.2% 

Yes: Trans man 43.8% 56.2% 

Yes: Trans woman 43.7% 56.3% 

Yes: Non-binary 46.4% 67.2% 

Yes: Trans status or history 

not otherwise specified 
32.7% 67.2% 

Yes: Other trans status or 

history 
48.9% 51.1% 

Source: Scotland Census 2022 

 

 

  

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/
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Table 5: Percentage of people with and without a long-term limiting health 

condition by trans status, 2 categories, Scotland 2022 

Trans Status / History 

 

People with a long-term 

disability or health 

condition that limits 

them a little or a lot 

People without a long-

term disability or health 

condition 

Yes: Trans or trans 

history   
43.6%  56.4%  

No: Not trans and does 

not have a trans history   
26.8%  73.2%  

Not applicable (aged 

less than 16)  
8.0%  92.0%  

Missing / Not stated  32.7%  67.3%  

Source: Scotland Census 2022 

 

  

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/
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Appendix 4: Disability and Ethnicity Data  

Table 6: Percentage of people with and without a long-term limiting health 

condition by ethnicity, 6 categories, Scotland 2022 

Ethnicity 

People with a long-

term disability or 

health condition that 

limits them a little or 

a lot 

People without a 

long-term disability 

or health condition 

White 24.9% 75.1% 

Mixed or multiple ethnic 

group 
15.4% 84.6% 

Asian, Asian Scottish or 

Asian British 
12.9% 87.1% 

African: African, African 

Scottish or African British 
8.8% 91.2% 

Caribbean or Black 18.3% 81.7% 

Other ethnic group 15.5% 84.5% 

Source: Scotland Census 2022 

Notes: Scotland’s Census 2022 provides 21 ethnic categories for respondents 

to select. The category ‘White’ presented in the table aggregates responses 

for White Scottish, other White British, White Irish, White Gypsy/Travellers, 

White Polish, White Roma, White Showperson, and Other White. The 

category ‘Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian British’ presented in the table 

aggregates responses for Pakistani, Pakistani Scottish or Pakistani British, 

Indian, Indian Scottish or Indian British, Bangladeshi, Bangladeshi Scottish or 

Bangladeshi British, Chinese, Chinese Scottish or Chinese British, and Other 

Asian. The category ‘Other ethnic group’ presented in the table aggregates 

responses for Arab, Arab Scottish or Arab British and Other Ethnic Group. 

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/metadata/ethnic-group/
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Table 7: Percentage of people with and without a long-term limiting health 

condition by ethnicity, 19 ethnicity categories, Scotland 2022 

Ethnicity 

 

People with a long-

term disability or 

health condition that 

limits them a little or 

a lot 

People without a 

long-term 

disability or 

health condition 

White: White Scottish 25.8% 74.2% 

White: Other White British 24.4% 75.6% 

White: White Irish 22.8% 77.2% 

White: Gypsy/ Traveller 39.5% 60.5% 

White: White Polish 11.87% 88.2% 

White: Other White 13.1% 86.9% 

Mixed or multiple ethnic group 15.4% 84.6% 

Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian 

British: Pakistani, Pakistani 

Scottish or Pakistani British 

18.1% 81.9% 

Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian 

British: Indian, Indian Scottish 

or Indian British 

9.9% 90.1% 

Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian 

British: Bangladeshi, 

Bangladeshi Scottish or 

Bangladeshi British 

14.7% 85.3% 

Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian 

British: Chinese, Chinese 

Scottish or Chinese British 

8.9% 91.1% 
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Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian 

British: Other Asian 
11.4% 88.6% 

African: African, African 

Scottish or African British 
11.4% 88.6% 

African: Other African 8.6% 91.4% 

Caribbean or Black: Caribbean, 

Caribbean Scottish or 

Caribbean British 

18.2% 81.8% 

Caribbean or Black: Black, 

Black Scottish or Black British 
23.3% 76.7% 

Caribbean or Black: Other 

Caribbean or Black 
17.6% 82.4% 

Other ethnic groups: Arab, Arab 

Scottish or Arab British 
14.7% 85.3% 

Other ethnic groups: Other 

Ethnic Group 
16.3% 83.7% 

Source: Scotland Census 2022 

 

  

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/
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Appendix 5: Disability and Sexual 

Orientation Data 

Table 8: Percentage of people with and without a long-term limiting health 

condition by sexual orientation, 4 categories, Scotland 2022 

Sexual Orientation 

People with a long-

term disability or 

health condition that 

limits them a little or a 

lot 

People without a 

long-term 

disability or health 

condition 

Bisexual 30.6% 69.4% 

Gay or Lesbian 24.6% 75.4% 

Heterosexual / Straight 26.7% 73.3% 

Other sexual orientation 37.3% 62.7% 

Not answered 32.6% 67.4% 

Not applicable (aged less 

than 16)  
8.0% 92.0% 

Source: Scotland Census 2022 

  

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/
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Appendix 6: Poverty Measure definitions171 

Relative poverty is the most commonly used poverty measure. The relative 

poverty line is 60% of the UK median income in the same year. People 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. 

The absolute poverty line is 60% of the inflation-adjusted UK median income 

in 2010/11. People are in absolute poverty if they live in a household whose 

equivalised income is below this amount. Absolute poverty statistics fall if low 

income households are seeing their incomes rise faster than inflation. 

The severe poverty line is 50% of the UK median income in the same year. 

People are in severe poverty if they live in a household whose equivalised 

income is below this amount. Severe poverty statistics fall if income growth at 

the lowest end of the income distribution is greater than overall income 

growth. 

Material deprivation is an additional way of measuring living standards and 

refers to the self-reported ability of individuals or households to afford goods 

and activities that are typical in society at a given point in time.  
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Appendix 7: Education 

Table 9: Number of pupils assessed or declared as having a disability by sex, 

Scotland 2024 

Assessed and / or declared 

as having a disability 
Female Male Total Pupils 

Total assessed and / or 

declared as having a disability 
9,129 16,963 26,092 

Assessed as having a disability 7,277 13,868 21,145 

Declared as having a disability 1,852 3,095 4,947 

Source: Pupil census supplementary statistics 2024, table 1.9a 

 

Table 10: Number of pupils assessed as having a disability by adaptation, 

Scotland 2024 

Assessed requirement of 

adaptation to school 

provision 

Female Male Total Pupils 

Physical adaptation 1,641 2,694 4,335 

Curriculum adaptation 6,026 11,799 17,825 

Communication adaptation 3,019 7,034 10,053 

Not known / not disclosed 328 565 893 

Source: Pupil census supplementary statistics 2024, table 1.9b 

  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-census-supplementary-statistics/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-census-supplementary-statistics/
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Table 11: Reasons for support for pupils with Additional Support Needs 

presented as rates per 1,000 pupils, by sex, Scotland 2024 

Reason for support Female Male Total Pupils 

Pupils for whom a reason 

for support is reported 
363.8 444.0 404.7 

Learning disability 11.6 22.1 17 

Dyslexia 47.8 52.4 50.2 

Other specific learning 

difficulty (e.g. numeric) 
37.2 45.3 41.4 

Other moderate learning 

difficulty 
40.4 50.3 45.4 

Visual impairment 7.4 8.2 7.8 

Hearing impairment 5.7 6.1 5.9 

Deafblind 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Physical or motor 

impairment 
9.0 14.9 12.0 

Language or speech 

disorder 
18.1 39.4 29.0 

Autistic spectrum disorder 30.7 73.1 52.4 

Social, emotional and 

behavioural difficulty 
71.6 129.4 101.1 

Physical health problem 26.6 29.7 28.2 

Mental health problem 21.5 14.8 18.1 

Interrupted learning 19.3 19.7 19.5 

English as an additional 

language 
81.1 85.0 83.1 

Looked after 14.2 14.9 14.6 

More able pupil 3.5 4.8 4.1 

Communication Support 

Needs 
14.8 32.9 24.0 
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Young Carer 14.1 10.4 12.2 

Bereavement 9.3 9.5 9.4 

Substance Misuse 0.9 1.1 1.0 

Family Issues 41.3 43.2 42.3 

Risk of Exclusion 1.6 4.7 3.2 

Other 32.4 40.3 36.4 

Source: Pupil census supplementary statistics 2024, Table 1.8b 

 

 

 

  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-census-supplementary-statistics/
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Glossary 

ADHD – Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder A neurodevelopmental 

condition affecting attention, impulse control, and activity levels. 

Administrative data Information collected by institutions (e.g., schools, health 

services) during routine operations, used to measure disability prevalence. 

Age-standardised statistics Adjusted data that accounts for differences in 

age structures across populations, allowing fairer comparisons. 

ASD – Autism Spectrum Disorder A developmental condition affecting 

communication and behaviour, referenced in disability survey questions. 

Co-ordinated Support Plan (CSP) A statutory education plan in Scotland for 

pupils with significant additional support needs. 

Disability Equality Plan (2025) Scottish Government policy framework 

aiming to create a fairer Scotland for disabled people. 

Economic inactivity A labour market term describing people not in work and 

not seeking work, often due to illness or disability. 

Equality Act 2010 UK legislation defining disability as a physical or mental 

impairment with substantial, long-term adverse effects on daily activities. 

Equality Evidence Strategy 2023–2025 A Scottish Government strategy to 

improve evidence collection and use for equality monitoring. 

GROS – General Register Office for Scotland Historical name for the body 

now part of NRS, referenced in census documentation. 

Harmonised Standards Agreed statistical definitions and survey questions 

designed to ensure consistency across datasets (e.g., disability measurement 

questions). 

Individualised Educational Programme (IEP) A tailored plan for pupils 

requiring specific educational support. 
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Intersectionality Analytical framework recognising that overlapping social 

categories (e.g., gender, ethnicity, disability) create compounded inequalities. 

Learning Disability A lifelong condition that affects the way a person 

understands information and learns new skills. It can impact communication, 

everyday activities, and independence. Distinct from learning difficulties (such 

as dyslexia), learning disabilities involve reduced intellectual functioning and 

adaptive behaviours, often requiring ongoing support. 

Medical Model of Disability A framework that views disability primarily as a 

problem within the individual, focusing on diagnosis and treatment. 

NatCen – National Centre for Social Research An independent social 

research organisation in the UK, commissioned to develop new disability 

survey questions. 

NRS – National Records of Scotland The official body responsible for 

Scotland’s Census and demographic statistics. 

ONS – Office for National Statistics UK’s largest independent producer of 

official statistics, responsible for collecting and publishing data including 

disability measures. 

Self-Directed Support (SDS) A Scottish social care policy allowing 

individuals to choose and control the support they receive. 

Social Model of Disability A framework that sees disability as created by 

societal barriers rather than individual impairments. 
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