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Poverty and Inequality Commission response to the Social Justice and 

Social Security Committee Budget Scrutiny 2026-27 

 

August 2025 

 

The Poverty and Inequality Commission is an advisory non-departmental public body that 

provides advice and scrutiny to Scottish Ministers on reducing poverty and inequality in 

Scotland.  

The Commission welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Committee’s Budget 

scrutiny 2026-27, with its focus on the forecast social security spend in the context of the 

Budget.  

 

1. To what extent do you welcome the growth in devolved social security 

spend? Please explain your reasons. 

 

Recent political and public debate in Scotland, and also in the wider United Kingdom, has 

focused on the perceived ‘sustainability’ of levels of spend on social security and what this 

means for both those who receive support, and public finances. 

The Commission recognises that the remit and interest of the Committee is on powers 

devolved to the Scottish Parliament. Nevertheless, it is important to recognise that no 

analysis of the costs and distributional impact of social security can be valid nor accurate 

without considering fiscal welfare, i.e. that very substantial resources are devoted to tax 

rebates and subsidies, which are a form of social security in everything but name. 

The Commission has observed an unwelcome tendency for debates over social security to 

be divisive, with contributions often drawn along binary lines of being either ‘for’ an 

adequate safety net for citizens, or ‘against’ an unsustainable fiscal trajectory of increased 

spending on such services. In this context, the Commission welcomes the Committee’s 

decision to focus on social security spend for its Budget scrutiny this year, as it will make an 

important contribution to this topic.  

The Commission wants to begin its response to this call for views by offering some 

reflections on the principles and framing of these issues prompted by this (and the 

following) question. 
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Government spending of the revenue it gathers from taxation and other sources allows for 

the delivery of public services, of which social security is one. In recent years the First 

Minister has described this as part of a ‘social contract’ between his government and the 

people of Scotland. Citizens contribute to this contract through taxation and other 

contributions, and in return receive benefits in the form of services allocated and distributed 

by national and local governments, agencies, and other bodies. 

Growth (or reduction) in spending in any policy area is rarely something that should be 

welcomed (or be a cause for concern) in isolation. Growth in social security spend can arise 

from demographic trends (e.g. an aging population) or serving a ‘failure demand’ (e.g. 

health inequalities or a failing labour market) as much as it can from generosity of 

payments. What is most important are the causes of growth and outcomes that additional 

spending is intended to achieve – and what it actually achieves – compared to holding 

funding level or reducing it; how efficient the spend is in terms of realising said outcomes; 

how that spend compares against alternative approaches to meeting the same outcomes; 

and, particularly of interest to the Commission, who the beneficiaries of the spend are. 

Social security is of course not unique in this respect, the same is true for other areas of 

public spend like health and social care or the local government finance settlement. 

The Commission’s view is therefore that the following principles should be at the core of the 

Committee’s consideration of the affordability of the social security system. Before drawing 

conclusions on whether spend is to be welcomed or something to be concerned about, 

growth in spend in any particular area must be contextualised in terms of: 

• the need it is addressing and what the consequences of retaining the status quo are; 

• the outcomes the spend is achieving; 

• what the prospects are for alternative (perhaps less expensive) means of achieving 

the same outcomes. 

Social security does form a growing area of devolved spend, with the Scottish Fiscal 

Commission’s (SFC) most recent economic and fiscal forecasts1 suggesting that spending 

on social security will be 13.2% of the Scottish Government’s resource funding in the 

current year (2025-26). It expects this to increase to 15.6% by the end of 2030-31. The SFC 

projects that social security spending in Scotland will be £1.2 billion higher than that 

received through the Block Grant Adjustment process in 25/26, rising to £2.1 billion by 

30/31. More than half (57%) of the total SFC forecast social security spend in 2030-31 will 

be on the growing share devoted to delivering the devolved Adult Disability Payment 

(forecast to be a £5.4 billion share of a £9.5 billion total social security spend by 30/31). 

Although the Scottish Government has tax powers it can, and has, used to raise revenue 

through income tax and certain other taxes, it has limited borrowing powers, and a 

requirement to operate a balanced year-to-year budget. This means that this increasing 

 

1 Scotland’s Economic and Fiscal Forecasts Update – June 2025 | Scottish Fiscal Commission 

https://fiscalcommission.scot/publications/scotlands-economic-and-fiscal-forecasts-update-june-2025/


 

 

 

Page 3 of 12 

difference must be found from other portfolios, or through raising more revenue by taxation. 

Economic growth will be needed to ease some of these pressures, but growth appears 

unlikely to ride to the rescue and fill out fiscal gaps in the short-term,2 though supporting 

growth must continue to be an area of focus. In the longer-term population ageing and an 

anticipated increase in ill-health3 will put further pressures on public spending. Artificial 

Intelligence and its impact on employment could change the shape and composition of the 

labour market within the coming decades, with uncertain results for the economy. 

As this response will go on to discuss in further detail in response to the questions that 

follow, when considered in light of the principles above, the Commission makes the 

following observations on the growth of devolved social security spend: 

• The Social Security (Scotland) Act 2018, was unanimously passed by the Scottish 

Parliament. It includes the principles that social security is a human right (and 

essential to the realisation of other human rights), a public service, and is to 

contribute to reducing poverty in Scotland. 

• Growth in devolved social security spend has occurred because successive Scottish 

Budgets have generally followed a policy of poverty reduction (among other 

priorities) and have allocated resources accordingly following this priority. 

• The growth in spending is not the aspect to be welcomed; what the spending has 

bought is. As the Commission has noted in our scrutiny of child poverty progress in 

Scotland, we may be beginning to see a divergence in trends in child poverty 

between Scotland and the rest of the UK, and if this is the case it is likely a result of 

social security. 

• Broadly speaking, these spending decisions have addressed a justifiable need in 

either: 

o Providing supplementary financial support to a population target group at 

higher risk of poverty (e.g. the Scottish Child Payment or the Carer's 

Allowance Supplement) not available elsewhere in the UK. 

o Adapting the implementation of a reserved benefit where the value of the 

financial support in Scotland is the same as elsewhere in the UK but other 

aspects of the application or assessment process have been changed in 

Scotland, with the result of increasing overall expenditure (e.g. the Adult 

Disability Payment when compared to its reserved equivalent). 

o Ameliorate the effects of UK government policies, e.g. using Discretionary 

Housing Payments to address the under occupation penalty and benefits cap, 

and current proposals to mitigate the effects of the two child limit. 

• These contributors to growth in social security spends are justifiable needs because: 

o In relation to supplementary payments, there is abundant evidence that the 

reserved Universal Credit basic rate is inadequate to allow low income 

 

2 Optimism fades as economists downgrade growth forecasts | FAI 
3 Scottish Burden of Disease Forecasting Briefing 

https://fraserofallander.org/optimism-fades-as-economists-downgrade-growth-forecasts/
https://www.scotpho.org.uk/media/2178/sbod-forecasting-briefing-english-november2022.pdf
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households to buy the essentials they need to live on and further income 

supplementation is required. 

o In relation to modifications to the application or assessment process of 

devolved benefits and departures from their reserved equivalents, the 

changes made have been necessary to create a simpler, more dignified, and 

accessible process that is ‘an investment in the people of Scotland’ (as 

Parliament agreed when it passed the Social Security Act). 

• In relation to child poverty specifically – Scotland has statutory child poverty 

reduction obligations to which all parties in the Scottish Parliament committed 

through the Child Poverty (Scotland) Act 2017. Without increased devolved social 

security spend such as the Scottish Child Payment and Best Start family payments, 

Scotland would be even further from the targets than it is now. Given the very short 

time remaining to the final 2030/31 targets, there are no credible routes to the final 

targets that do not involve further social security investment. 

Finally, the Commission notes that while questioning and scrutiny of spend in areas such as 

social security is necessary, language matters during debates in the public sphere, and 

attention should be given to the risk of reinforcing the stigma of poverty.4 Stigma has real-

world effects for people trapped in poverty in Scotland, and can also undermine the 

effectiveness of support services (e.g. through reducing peoples’ willingness to claim what 

they are entitled to) and erode trust in public authorities. 

 

2. To what extent are you concerned about the growth in devolved social 

security? Please explain your reasons. 

 

See response to the previous questions for overlapping comment on whether the growth in 

devolved social security spend is something to be welcomed, or to be concerned about. 

The Commission can offer some further comment on a particular aspect generally regarded 

as an issue of concern in the discourse surrounding social security in Scotland: the degree 

to which this spending (even if considered desirable and necessary, as is the Commission 

position) is ‘sustainable’ in itself, or whether the balance between social security and other 

devolved areas of spend is correct or not. 

In a simplistic sense, as the Scottish Government has the discretion to allocate resources 

within its areas of devolved responsibility, it is free to continue to make choices to prioritise 

certain areas (such as social security, or health and social care), to the extent it is willing to 

either reallocate funding or find savings in other areas, and/or raise devolved taxes to 

 

4 Report-of-the-inquiry-into-stigma-CPG-on-Poverty.pdf 

https://www.povertyalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Report-of-the-inquiry-into-stigma-CPG-on-Poverty.pdf
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balance its budget. In this sense, social security expenditure will always be sustainable as 

long as the Scottish Government is willing to make these choices. 

In a more practical sense that is closer to the reality of such choices, many areas of public 

spend can make compelling arguments on the need for investment and growth in spend. 

Determining the right spending allocation for a given set of population needs and between 

competing government priorities is at the core of the business of governing. 

As mentioned in response to the previous question, an ageing population combined with an 

expected increase in ill health will increase fiscal pressure on many aspects of devolved 

spend, including social security. The Scottish Fiscal Commission has provided recent 

scenarios in its 2025 Fiscal Sustainability Report5 that illustrate this point – these do not 

paint an encouraging picture of the state of public finances in the coming decades. 

Projections like those offered by the SFC indicate the demand for important public services 

like social security can be expected to continue to increase in the future. Instead of being a 

warning sign that Scotland is currently spending too much on these areas, the Commission 

considers it a warning that we must plan and act now to ensure sustainability in the future to 

support a society where poverty and inequality are brought to, and kept at, low levels. 

Economic growth and improved efficiency in delivering services (the initial steps the 

Scottish Government intends to take in this regard being set out in its recent Fiscal 

Sustainability Delivery Plan6) both have a part to play. Acting on broadening the devolved 

tax base (as the Commission recommended in its previous report on taxation7) will also be 

needed to plan for, and fund, this future. 

Structural pressure on public finances in Scotland appear here to stay, and the Commission 

believes the right response is to plan and prepare for them through growing the economy 

by investing in our people, increasing the efficiency of public spend where possible, and 

raising revenue through progressive taxation. A wrong response would be to regard areas 

of increasing spend like social security as somehow inherently concerning (or worse), 

regardless of the important need that this spend serves in supporting the worst-off in 

Scotland.  

In relation to this issue, it is also worth the Committee considering the costs of maintaining 

the levels of poverty as they currently are. Analysis from IPPR Scotland8 has previously 

estimated there was a £2.3 billion cost of responding to the impact of poverty in health 

boards’ 2023/24 budgets, and that the lost income due to historic child poverty in Scotland 

is between £1.6 billion and £2.4 billion per year. The Scottish Government’s recent Public 

Service Reform Strategy9 provides further illustrative figures on avoided public spending 

that may be realised if poverty were to be reduced. It estimates that reducing overall 

 

5 Fiscal Sustainability Report – April 2025 | Scottish Fiscal Commission 
6 Fiscal sustainability delivery plan - gov.scot 
7 How better tax policy can reduce poverty and inequality - Poverty & Inequality Commission 
8 Tipping the scales: The social and economic harm of poverty in Scotland | IPPR 
9 Scotland's Public Service Reform Strategy: Delivering for Scotland - gov.scot 

https://fiscalcommission.scot/publications/fiscal-sustainability-report-april-2025/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-governments-fiscal-sustainability-delivery-plan/
https://povertyinequality.scot/publication/how-better-tax-policy-can-reduce-poverty-and-inequality/
https://www.ippr.org/articles/tipping-the-scales
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-public-service-reform-strategy-delivering-scotland/
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poverty by a quarter could avoid £2.9 billion of public spend and halve the projected fiscal 

gap by 2035/36. It is important to note that these estimates are not net figures that include 

estimates of the costs of interventions that would reduce poverty to such a degree. 

However, they serve as important illustrations that both sides of the ledger of public finance 

– the benefits as well as the costs – must be considered when coming to a view on what 

level of spending is the correct one. 

 

3. What is the evidence that spending on devolved social security is effective 

in supporting those who need it? 

 

As mentioned in response to the first question, the level of social security provided to those 

in the UK who need it is inadequate. The system as a whole does not ensure enough to live 

on for those at the bottom of the income distribution.10 

Much of the development of devolved social security support in Scotland has attempted to 

address this failure by supplementing reserved social security for targeted groups, and 

ensuring that the relevant agency, Social Security Scotland, works in a different way to its 

reserved equivalent.  

Over the years since it was created, the Commission has commented on many aspects of 

devolved social security. On occasions, the Commission has been critical of social security 

in Scotland for not doing enough, or going far enough to support those who need it. 

However, part of the core function of the Commission is to scrutinise and challenge for 

further progress, and criticisms that the Commission has made should not detract from the 

many positives that the Commission has highlighted over the years in relation to spending 

on devolved social security. The Social Security Scotland Charter, its commitment to 

listening to and engaging with its clients (and publishing evidence on this11) are to be 

commended. 

The Commission has spent most time looking at the effectiveness of devolved social 

security as it relates to child poverty, due to our statutory duties requiring a focus on this 

topic. In our scrutiny reports and advice to Scottish Government on child poverty, we report 

on a range of evidence describing the positive effect of social security on child poverty, 

some key points of which are given in response to the next question. 

 

10 E.g. See Social-Insecurity.pdf from the Resolution Foundation (Jan 2022); Guarantee our Essentials: 
reforming Universal Credit to ensure we can all afford the essentials in hard times | Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation; APPG publishes report on the (in)adequacy of social security | APPG on Poverty and Inequality; 
Benefit levels in the UK - Work and Pensions Committee 
11 Social Security Scotland - Social Research 

https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Social-Insecurity.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/guarantee-our-essentials-reforming-universal-credit-to-ensure-we-can-all-afford-the
https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/guarantee-our-essentials-reforming-universal-credit-to-ensure-we-can-all-afford-the
https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/guarantee-our-essentials-reforming-universal-credit-to-ensure-we-can-all-afford-the
https://appgpovertyinequality.org.uk/home-page/appg-publishes-report-on-inadequacy-of-social-security/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5804/cmselect/cmworpen/142/report.html
https://www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/about/social-research
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We have noted that the Scottish Child Payment is likely to have delivered most of the four 

percentage point reduction in relative child poverty seen in the latest child poverty statistics. 

Parents have told the Commission about the impact that it has for families:  

“The Scottish Child Payment has helped so much. I have 3 children and felt like I 

was moving from one money crisis to the next. Now that I get a payment for my older 

son as well it’s been a bit of a lifesaver. I still struggle don’t get me wrong but if it 

wasn’t there well I’d be in really bad debt.”12 

Because devolved social security includes the delivery of 14 benefits (with more planned), 

for brevity the Commission will mostly leave comment on the evidence of effectiveness to 

those better placed to comment in detail on these specific benefits. However, it is worth 

drawing the Committee’s attention to the recent publication of the Independent Review of 

Adult Disability Payment final report.13 In the context of public and political debate around 

the growing share of spending on disability and incapacity benefits (in part prompted by the 

UK Government’s original plans to make significant cuts to these benefits set out in its 

March 2025 ‘Pathways to Work’ Green Paper), the Independent Review is a timely 

reminder of the value of the different direction that Scotland has taken on disability benefits, 

while also highlighting more remains to be done.   

 

 

4. Do you think further increasing any particular social security payments 

would be a cost-effective way of reducing child poverty? If you think that it 

would, what increases to which payments should be considered? 

 

Yes, further increasing social security payments would be a cost-effective way of reducing 

child poverty, particularly in the context of the progress now needed to meet the statutory 

child poverty targets set out in the Child Poverty (Scotland) Act 2017. The existing Scottish 

Child Payment is the most obvious vehicle that could deliver such a payment.  

The Commission, along with others, provided evidence to the Committee’s short inquiry on 

the Scottish Child Payment (SCP) that it conducted last year. The broad conclusion given 

by the Commission at that time, which still hold true today, is that the SCP remains a cost-

effective way of reducing child poverty. The Commission noted the useful analysis14 

summarised by the Scottish Parliament Information Centre for the Committee as part of its 

inquiry, in particular the information provided on Universal Credit targeting and coverage. 

This estimated the overlap between being in poverty and receipt of UC, finding that while a 

 

12 Report of workshops with priority families in Scotland and their ideas to reduce child poverty - Poverty & 
Inequality Commission 
13 Independent Review of Adult Disability Payment: final report - gov.scot 
14 SPICe-issues--Paper-2 

https://povertyinequality.scot/publication/report-of-workshops-with-priority-families-in-scotland-and-their-ideas-to-reduce-child-poverty/
https://povertyinequality.scot/publication/report-of-workshops-with-priority-families-in-scotland-and-their-ideas-to-reduce-child-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-adult-disability-payment-final-report/
https://www.parliament.scot/~/media/committ/8361/SPICe-issues--Paper-2
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substantial number of those in receipt of UC (or equivalent) were also in poverty, around 

half of children on UC were not in relative poverty. As SCP eligibility is tied to qualifying 

reserved benefits like UC, this does have implications for the cost-effectiveness of the SCP 

in reducing child poverty. 

However, as mentioned in our response to the first question in this call for views, any 

limitations on the cost-effectiveness of the SCP needs to be compared against alternatives 

ways of achieving the same aim. On this issue, the Commission notes that: 

• In practical terms when considering the proximity of the final child poverty targets, it 

seems unlikely that the development times of an alternative social security 

mechanism (that could perhaps be yet more effectively targeted at children in 

households in poverty) would be delivered in time. 

• It has been known for several years (e.g. in Fraser of Allander’s first quantitative 

modelling on the effect of varying the Scottish Child Payment in 202115), that the 

Scottish Child Payment will have diminishing returns (i.e. a reduced cost-

effectiveness) in reducing child poverty as its value increases, as more of the 

payment goes to households above the poverty line.  

• Even given this limitation, more recent modelling from FAI,16 shows that the SCP is 

still cost-effective compared to some alternative ways of reducing child poverty. It is 

vital to remember that other ways of reducing poverty to the scale required by the 

targets (such as increasing employment through enhanced employment support, or 

increased flexible childcare provision) would also have public finance costs. Because 

the reductions now required to meet the targets are very large, the investments 

required in these non-social security interventions will also have to be very large, and 

as a result social security and the SCP remains cost-effective in comparison. It can 

also directly and quickly make a difference to Scotland’s income-based child poverty 

targets, while other approaches are likely to take longer time to show benefit. 

• As a result, any credible path remaining to the 2030 child poverty targets must 

involve further social security investment working alongside other measures.  

In the Commission’s most recent report scrutinising progress17 towards meeting Scotland’s 

statutory child poverty targets during 2024-25, we made the following recommendation to 

the Scottish Government: 

“As increased social security investment is now required to meet the targets, the 

Scottish Government should consider options for making further cash transfers to 

families and implement the most effective measures.” 

 

15 A preliminary investigation into modelling the impact of measures to reduce child poverty in Scotland | FAI 
16 Meeting Scotland’s child poverty targets | FAI 
17 Poverty and Inequality Commission Child Poverty Scrutiny Report 2024-25 - Poverty & Inequality 
Commission 

https://fraserofallander.org/publications/a-preliminary-investigation-into-modelling-the-impact-of-measures-to-reduce-child-poverty-in-scotland/
https://fraserofallander.org/publications/meeting-scotlands-child-poverty-targets-modelling-and-policy-packages/
https://povertyinequality.scot/publication/poverty-and-inequality-commission-child-poverty-scrutiny-report-2024-25/
https://povertyinequality.scot/publication/poverty-and-inequality-commission-child-poverty-scrutiny-report-2024-25/
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We also highlighted the work of a range of organisations who had analysed different 

options for delivering such cash transfers, focusing on the use of the Scottish Child 

Payment as a vehicle, and considering options like payment premiums for particular 

groups. The Commission is currently preparing advice to the Scottish Government to inform 

its next Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan to cover the 2026-31 period. The Commission 

is currently considering the merits of different methods and we expect our final 

recommendations to the Scottish Government to contain further detail on this. We would be 

happy to share our final report and recommendations with the Committee when it is 

available. 

 

5. What are your views on the advantages and disadvantages of universal 

benefits compared to those targeted at low-income households? 

 

Universal benefits and targeted benefits are alternative mechanism which are fit for different 

purposes. Therefore, the task is to clarify the intended purpose and then select the most 

appropriate approach. Social security has multiple potential purposes: 

• Preventing hardship 

• Compensation for additional costs 

• ‘Vertical’ redistribution to reduce inequality between groups 

• ‘Horizontal’ redistribution over an individual’s lifetime 

• Promotion of social cohesion 

• Supporting the economy and labour market 

There are a range of alternative ways of financing social security, defining eligibility and 

delivering benefits to meet these different (sometimes competing or conflicting) purposes.  

The Commission’s believes that the advantages and disadvantages of universal versus 

targeted benefits are best considered on a case-by-case basis depending on factors that 

include: 

• Evidence and distributional analysis of who the beneficiaries are. 

• The overall cost and cost-effectiveness of how the alternative approaches compare 

in achieving the intended policy objectives of any given benefit. 

Some of the general advantages and disadvantages to consider in relation to targeted 

approaches are: 

• Targeted approaches are often chosen for the rationale that they can be more cost-

effective by ensuring that more support goes to those who are considered to need it 

most, with less support going to those who need it least. 
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• This reduces resource input required for a given policy, potentially allowing the 

‘saved’ resource to increase the level of support to the targeted group, or be 

deployed elsewhere for other benefits. 

• However, depending on the benefit and what information is required to target 

effectively, the process of targeting can create costs and burdens for both the 

intended client/beneficiary group and also the administrating authority, including: 

o Depending on the application process or means-testing approach (if one is 

required), this can introduce complexity to the application process thus 

reducing uptake, and/or create or reinforce poverty-related stigma.  

o This can reduce take-up of the benefit from the intended target group, and as 

a result limit the extent to which the benefit can achieve its intended policy 

objectives. 

o Administration costs in a targeted approach are likely to be higher than a 

universal one – if the benefit value is low, and/or the target group is difficult to 

distinguish from the wider population, any cost-effectiveness benefits may be 

substantially reduced. 

o Administrative processes on the withdrawal of benefits at the means-testing 

threshold can also create ‘cliff edge’ issues, that need to be addressed with 

further policy interventions that potentially increase complexity and cost (e.g. 

tapering).   

Some of the general advantages and disadvantages to consider in relation to universal 

approaches are: 

• Universal approaches can avoid some of the limitations of targeted approaches in 

maximising coverage among the groups considered to be most in need of a given 

benefit. 

• Universal approaches have the potential to reduce harmful stigma around the 

benefit, as it is received by everyone. 

• Universal benefits (and some other types of benefits allocated to particular groups or 

conditions) can also be regarded by both recipients and others as more of a right 

than targeted benefits. 

• It has been argued that universal benefits could form a stronger social contract 

between governments and citizens who contribute to funding benefits through 

taxation. It was thought that when citizens can more readily identify direct benefits to 

them (rather than just to others) it may have an indirect effect of making spending on 

other more targeted benefits more acceptable. However, evidence18 suggests the 

situation is more complex, with the relative popularity of universal and targeted 

benefits context dependent, and linked to the nature (and perceptions of 

‘deservingness’) of the groups targeted. 

 

18 Are universal welfare policies really more popular than selective ones? A critical discussion of empirical 
research | International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy | Emerald Publishing 

https://www.emerald.com/ijssp/article-abstract/41/9-10/1134/156535/Are-universal-welfare-policies-really-more-popular?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.emerald.com/ijssp/article-abstract/41/9-10/1134/156535/Are-universal-welfare-policies-really-more-popular?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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• The obvious disadvantage to universal approaches is it that they will be more costly 

as some will get it who do not need it. Such approaches can be designed with an 

opt-out to partly mitigate this – though depending on the benefit value and other 

variables, this could be of limited effect on improving cost effectiveness. The tax 

system can also play a role in ‘clawing back’ some of the excess expenditure 

resulting from universal approaches, though this can be complicated. 

In a world where government resources will always be under pressure and facing 

competing demands, the Commission recognises that, in some instances, taking a more 

targeted approach is warranted. In the past, the Commission has noted this in respect to 

policies such as the Pension Age Winter Heating Payment where the Commission 

encouraged the Scottish Government to consider more targeted alternatives rather than a 

like-for-like replacement of the then UK equivalent.19 The Commission considered that a 

targeted approach would be better aligned to poverty and fuel poverty reduction ambitions 

when compared to a universal payment, in that instance. 

The Commission suggests that a concept for the Committee to consider on this topic is 

‘proportionate universalism’. This is essentially an approach to the resourcing and delivery 

of universal services at a ‘scale and intensity that is proportionate to the level of 

disadvantage’.20 Targeting and universalism can be seen as a binary choice. However, 

proportionate universalism suggests that targeting and universalism are instead ends of a 

spectrum, rather than a mutually exclusive choice. Considering social security in Scotland 

through the lens of proportionate universalism could capitalise on some of the advantages 

(and mitigate some of the disadvantages) mentioned above.   

 

 

6. To what extent is the Scottish Government’s ability to manage the devolved 

social security budget affected by UK Government policy choices? 

 

Devolution of social security powers to Scotland has resulted in the Scottish Government 

having a substantial degree of autonomy and agency over the design and delivery of social 

security in Scotland. As noted in response to previous questions, there is much to 

commend the Scottish Government on regarding the approach it has taken to the design of 

social security in Scotland, and some of the specific social security policy interventions it 

has made. 

However, the current policy landscape on social security in Scotland remains complicated, 

and this is something the Commission hears frequently from people who interact with it. As 

 

19 Response to Pension Age Winter Heating Payment consultation - Poverty & Inequality Commission 
20 See Fair Society Healthy Lives (The Marmot Review) - IHE; ‘Proportionate Universalism’: what is it, and 
how do we apply it? 

https://povertyinequality.scot/publication/response-to-pension-age-winter-heating-payment-consultation/
https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/fair-society-healthy-lives-the-marmot-review
https://publichealthscotland.scot/media/32777/proportionate-universalism.pdf
https://publichealthscotland.scot/media/32777/proportionate-universalism.pdf
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a result of devolution, the landscape involves a combination of devolved and reserved 

national benefits, and also benefits administered by local authorities. Some of these interact 

in ways that are not necessarily intuitive or easy to understand for those who are eligible for 

these benefits (e.g. devolved benefits that have reserved benefits as qualifying criteria, or 

benefits with similar and easily confused names covering similar target groups offered by 

different governments). 

While, as above, the Scottish Government has significant autonomy and agency in 

devolved social security design, the extent to which the Scottish Government’s ability to 

manage the devolved social security budget is affected by UK Government policy choices 

in several ways: 

• Through the Block Grant Adjustment process, the overall size of the spending 

envelope the Scottish Government receives is affected by UK Government policy 

choices. Of course, the Scottish Government has chosen to spend more on social 

security than that provided through the BGA to fund its social security policies, and it 

can continue to do so provided it continues to be willing to make the funding 

prioritisation decisions required. 

• As previously mentioned, the Scottish Government has taken action to mitigate 

some detrimental UK Government social security decisions, including on the 

‘bedroom tax’, benefit cap, and recent plans to mitigate the two-child limit. If the UK 

Government made different choices and acted to end these policies themselves, this 

would increase the budget available to the Scottish Government for other purposes. 

• As devolved and reserved benefits have interactions including on important matters 

such as qualifying criteria, misalignment between policy direction and intentions of 

the Scottish and UK Government creates challenges that can feed through to client 

experience and policy effectiveness. 

• Any failure to effectively jointly plan between governments as to how these 

interactions are addressed can have problematic consequences. For example, in the 

(original as announced in March 2025) UK Government’s ‘Pathways to Work’, 

welfare reforms, the UK Government’s intent was to end the Work Capability 

Assessment, and instead use the Personal Independence Payment assessment. 

The Adult Disability Payment is the devolved equivalent of PIP and uses a different 

assessment process. At the point of announcement it was not clear to the 

Commission what, if any, planning had been done by the UK Government to think 

through how this would work in practice. 

The point above is illustrative in demonstrating that the divergence of the Scottish social 

security system can be put under strain while it continues to evolve, but remain connected 

to a reserved system which is also changing. Given this, the Commission would like to see 

both the UK and Scottish Governments planning and coordinating together – while 

recognising different policy objectives and priorities will continue to exist between the two 

governments – to ensure problematic interactions are thought through and addressed in 

advance of policies being announced to the public. 


