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A message to Scotland: the commitment is at 
risk
Scotland made a legal commitment to its children: that child poverty 
would be driven down to low levels by 2030. That pledge is now at 
serious risk.

This scrutiny report makes it clear that action taken in Scotland 
is effective; policies - most notably the Scottish Child Payment - 
are making a meaningful difference, and child poverty is lower 
than in the UK overall. But the evidence is equally clear: on the 
current trajectory the 2030 child poverty targets will not be met. The 
distance to the targets remains large and the pace of change 
remains too slow. The scale of action still does not match the 
scale of the problem.

It is also becoming harder to judge progress due to uncertainty in the 
official statistics. Recent methodological changes should result 
in better data, but in the short term, revisions to the data make it 
harder to be sure whether changes in the measurement of 
poverty rates reflect real changes in families’ lives. A revised 
estimate does not heat a home, fill a fridge nor relieve the stress 
that comes from not knowing how to manage the month ahead.

This report issues a call to the new Scottish Parliament and Scottish 
Government. The next five years are not another planning 
cycle. They are the decisive delivery period during which the 
targets will either be met or missed. Families cannot be made to wait 
for gradual progress nor hope for small-scale change.

What the child poverty statistics tell us about 
progress
Scotland’s child poverty targets are set in law. By 2030, fewer 
than 10% of children should be in relative poverty and fewer than 
5% in absolute poverty, combined low income and material 
deprivation and persistent poverty.

Targets and definitions of poverty may appear abstract and technical, 
but families experience these as daily deprivation. Poverty means a 
child is growing up in a household with income below what is usual 
and expected in Scotland today. This means being shut out from 
ordinary activities, denied opportunities and being made to feel 
different. Poverty is about denying people dignity and decency.
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This year, interpreting the level of poverty is complicated by changes 
to methodology in the official data. This uncertainty means that year-
to-year changes can be difficult to interpret with confidence, which is 
deeply unsatisfactory. Even so, the overall picture remains clear: the 
gaps to the 2030 targets are substantial. The latest single-year 
estimates (2024/25) are:

• Relative child poverty (after housing costs): 21% (target: <10%)
• Absolute child poverty (after housing costs): 16% (target: <5%)
• Combined low income and material deprivation:

14% (target: <5%)
• Persistent poverty: 17% (target: <5%)

Poverty is concentrated and often deeper in the 'priority families'

The statistics show that child poverty is concentrated among six 
‘priority family types’ which collectively account for around 90% of 
children in poverty. Data is not available for all the priority types, but 
the most recent multi-year averages highlight very high risks for:

• Households where the youngest child is under 1 (relative poverty:
39%)

• Minority ethnic households (relative poverty: 40%)
• Single-parent households (relative poverty: 30%)
• Households with three or more children (relative poverty: 38%)

3.

The depth of poverty matters as well as its prevalence. Many children 
in relative poverty also experience severe poverty, meaning that their 
family income is very far below the poverty threshold. Severe poverty 
means that families are living on incomes below half UK median 
income. For these families this can mean very significant hardship.

What progress has been made in 2025-26 towards 
meeting the child poverty targets?
Progress made in 2025-26 includes positive policies and practical 
measures that should be applauded and built upon. Yet progress 
against several commitments made in the Best Start, Bright Futures 
child poverty delivery plan has been limited, and the overall scale of 
action remains insufficient to meet the 2030 targets.

Social Security 

Social security is the most effective tool available to reduce child 
poverty as it puts money directly into households. The Scottish Child 
Payment (SCP), alongside the ‘Five Family Payments’ is repeatedly 
evidenced — by modelling, statistical analysis and testimony from 
families — as vital support that helps families buy essentials and 
reduces the pressure of a chronic cost of living crisis.
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A key positive feature of the SCP is high take-up — now estimated at 
94%. This matters: when a payment is reliably accessed, families can 
plan around it, and support that is not received cannot change lives. 
The commitment in the new Delivery Plan to increase the SCP to 40 
per week for infants aged under one recognises that the first year of a 
child's life often involves reduced earnings alongside higher costs. 
Support for families at that point can be the difference between 
managing and struggling.

Employability

Employment can reduce poverty when it is sustained, paid fairly and 
compatible with family life. However, many parents in poverty already 
have jobs or cycle in and out of insecure work that does not lift their 
income enough to escape hardship.

Improved funding stability for No One Left Behind in 2025-26 was a 
welcome change after earlier disruption. Stability matters to families 
and the agencies that support them; stop-start provision and uncertain 
funding can disrupt support and erode trust.

However, as we enter the decisive delivery period for meeting the child 
poverty targets, it has become clear that the commitment to move 
12,000 parents into employment by the end of the last parliamentary 
term will be missed. Figures to the end of September 2025 show that 
8,428 parents moved into work, and fewer than half appear to sustain 
employment for at least 52 weeks.

Early Learning and Childcare

Childcare can reduce poverty by lowering costs and enabling parents to 
work or increase their earning hours. Scotland's funded early learning 
and childcare provision is a major investment and remains a core part 
of an effective approach to reduce poverty.

Evidence from evaluation of the expansion of childcare to 1,140 hours 
suggests this increased maternal employment, including for those in 
lower-income groups. That is significant and indicates that childcare 
policy can boost family incomes and help build financial resilience.

However, evidence also points to persistent and significant gaps: take-
up for eligible two-year-olds remains notably lower than that for three- 
and four-year-olds, parents still identify flexibility of provision as an 
issue, and recruitment and retention of staff is a challenge.
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School Age Childcare

School age childcare can remove barriers faced by many parents: the 
gap between their working hours and school hours and the cost of 
holiday care.

Programmes such as Early Adopter Communities, the Access to 
Childcare Fund and the Extra Time Programme provide real relief and 
benefit thousands of children. However, provision remains variable by 
geography and relatively small-scale compared with the number of 
families who might benefit.

Whole Family Support

Families living on low incomes often deal with multiple systems at once. 
When these systems do not join up, families struggle to access their 
rights and the support they need, they describe having to repeat their 
story to many different agencies, chasing information and managing 
complex and varied processes at times when they are already under 
strain.

The Commission recognises the intent behind Whole Family Support, 
and notes progress through Fairer Futures Partnerships and Whole 
Family Wellbeing Funding. However, at a time when urgent action is 
required, it is challenging to draw a clear line from Whole Family 
Support activity to reductions in child poverty at the scale and pace 
required.

Affordable Housing Supply Programme

Housing costs shape family budgets and stability. Increased funding 
and renewed focus on housing delivery are therefore welcome 
developments, particularly the emphasis on reducing homelessness 
and supporting families in temporary accommodation.

However, better data would strengthen accountability and improve 
policy design. The Commission notes ongoing gaps in understanding 
who benefits from the Affordable Housing Supply Programme and how 
it could do more to reduce child poverty.

Child poverty priority families, intersectional approaches and 
needs and barriers in rural areas

Barriers are rarely experienced one at a time. The report highlights 
variation in how policy areas consider priority families, rural needs and 
intersectional circumstances. A more focused and consistent approach 
is required in policy design, data collection and evaluation to ensure that 
the families most affected by problems are those most effectively 
supported.
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Does it appear that progress is sufficient to meet 
the targets?

It is important to recognise the improvements made over the four years 
of the Best Start, Bright Futures delivery plan. The Scottish Child 
Payment was expanded and increased, and families consistently 
describe it as making a meaningful difference. There were also several 
practical measures that benefited families by reducing the costs or 
removing barriers to participation they face. The automation of some 
benefits, expansion of eligibility for Best Start Foods expansion of free 
school meals, and investment in employability and childcare are notable 
examples of these achievements. 

Bringing Hope, Building Futures – the Scottish Government's third 
Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan

The Scottish Government published the Bringing Hope, Building 
Futures, its third Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan, in March 2026. 
This plan must deliver the poverty reductions required to meet the 2030 
targets. The plan provides a framework but, because of the timing of the 
Scottish Parliament election, it focuses mainly on actions for 2026-27. A 
priority for the new Scottish Government must be to outline further 
measures to meet the targets by the end of the new Parliament. 

The new Delivery Plan faces a challenging fiscal and economic context. 
But the difficult environment reduces neither the legal duty nor moral 
imperative to meet the child poverty targets. Rather, it increases the 
need for clarity on priorities, choices and the scale of action required.

Actions set out in Bringing Hope, Building Futures

The Delivery Plan sets out themes spanning increasing income from 
earnings, reducing living costs, enhancing social security and providing 
wider support. Many actions will bring real benefits - including breakfast 
clubs, transport support, debt and money advice, housing investment, 
and the SCP increase for children under the age of one. The publication 
of evaluation and cumulative impact materials alongside the plan 
provides welcome transparency.

However, the Commission’s judgement remains clear - the plan 
contains many positive actions but does not set out bold, transformative 
measures at the scale required to meet the statutory targets. The 
proposed actions will help but they do not take the step-change needed.

4.
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Are these actions enough to meet the targets?

The evidence points to a clear conclusion: action is benefiting families, 
but without further investment and hard choices Scotland will miss 
the statutory child poverty targets by a large margin.

Modelling published alongside the Delivery Plan estimates that by 
2030-31 relative poverty may be around 18% and absolute poverty 
around 15%, compared to respective targets of 10% and 5%. These 
estimates cannot be precise due to data limitations and assumptions, 
but they provide an indication of the scale of the gap that needs to be 
bridged.

What must happen next - the decisive window to 
2030

The next five years are decisive. Bringing Hope, Building Futures 
provides a foundation but is not sufficient on its own. The incoming 
Government should be clear with the public about where Scotland is, 
what the targets mean in real life, and what needs be done to close the 
gap.

This will require building on what works, particularly increasing direct 
income support and strengthening the conditions that enable families 
to increase income through fair and sustainable work. It will require 
taking decisions that match the size of the challenge: not simply 
improving processes but aligning budgets with targets, prioritising 
investment towards need and where it makes the greatest impact to 
significantly reduce poverty.

The Commission recommends that the incoming Scottish Government 
should set out in its child poverty progress report for 2025-26 the 
additional action that it will take and how this will enable it to reach the 
2030 targets. In doing so it should revisit the fourteen 
recommendations the Commission made in its advice to Scottish 
Government on what should be included in the 2026-2031 delivery 
plan. 

Meeting Scotland's child poverty targets will be difficult, but it remains 
possible if the necessary urgent action is taken. Not meeting the 
targets is not fate but a choice - one whose costs are paid by children 
every day, in the essentials they go without and the opportunities they 
are denied.
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