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Presentation Outline: Themes and Issues

• Understanding health inequalities within 
the wider socio-economic context and 
key policy drivers in contemporary 
Scotland

• How do we make sense of the 
prevalence of poverty and inequality in 
contemporary Scotland?

• To what extent is ‘austerity’ to blame?

• The Social Harms of ‘austerity’

• Neoliberalism and the Strategy of 
Inequality

• (This draws on my ongoing work on 
austerity and destitution in the context 
of contemporary Glasgow and Scotland)



Resources on OpenLearn from the OU



Poverty In Scotland: The Headline Figures

• The latest data, for 2013/14, show that after housing costs are taken

into account, more than one in five of Scotland’s children live in poverty

(22% or 210,000 children). 

• Almost one in seven children in Scotland live with income poverty/material 
deprivation combined (13% or 130,000 children).

• Statistics show that relative poverty has remained stable in Scotland: in 2010/11 
and 2013/14, 210,000 children lived in relative poverty.

• Number of working-age adults living in relative poverty only fluctuated between 
570,000 and 600,000, and the number of people of pension age living in relative 
poverty was 120,000.

• There has been evidence of increasing levels of ‘severe’ poverty and acute income 
crisis among Scottish households.

• Recent trends suggest that there has been an increase in material

deprivation (and income poverty combined) among children in Scotland. 

• Poverty is intensifying, with an increasing number of people facing an immediate 
and acute income crisis,

• Rising levels of demand on food banks reflecting growth in food poverty.



Poverty: A Scotland-wide Problem?

	



The Age of ‘Austerity’

• Idea of ’austerity’ has entered popular usage in recent times and arguably it has 
become the watchword of the period from 2007/8 to the present day. 

• We live in ‘the age of austerity’, David Cameron informed the country in 2009. 

• Used in everyday language, even though its origins lie in a mix of economics and 
moral imaginings about the state of the economy and of society at large: the ‘Broken 
Society’!

• For the 2010-2015 UK Coalition Government, austerity as the only option available to 
deal with the UK’s economic and fiscal crisis. 

• The idea of ‘austerity’ has entered political, popular and media discourse as a 
shorthand way of capturing the period of economic and financial crisis that engulfs 
much of the UK today. It is presented and represented almost as a technical term, 
devoid of any political basis, seemingly neutral in that the main Westminster political 
parties saw ‘austerity’ cuts as offering the only way to economic growth and financial 
health. The term also played a key role in both the 2010 and 2015 General Election 
campaigns.

• The notion serves to legitimate the huge reductions in public funding, in services, in 
benefits as well as a range of ‘reforms’ to welfare, housing and education provision 
(the latter two primarily in England, much less so in the devolved countries of the UK). 

• Broad political consensus about austerity among the main UK parties (SNP aside 
arguably?)



Austerity and the State

• Key role of the state – contrary to neoliberal ideology: state as laissez faire at the top but 
hugely interventionist in relation to the regulation and policing of disadvantage and of 
perceived ‘problem populations’: Increasing interventions concerned with managing, 
regulating and re-socialising the poor! 

• Austerity and economic crisis as raising huge issues about redistributive justice and 
injustice in our society

• In March 2015 Scottish Government data revealed that income inequality in Scotland 
was 3% lower than the UK, income was more unevenly distributed in Scotland with the 
bottom 40% households had around 20% of total household income with the top 10% 
sharing 25% of all household income in Scotland

• Wealth inequality was even more unevenly distributed with the top 20% owning 44% of 
all personal wealth 

• Oxfam Scotland (2015) estimated that Scotland’s four richest families are wealthier than 
the poorest 20% of the population with the richest 14 families sharing greater levels of 
income and wealth than the most deprived 30% 

• Austerity programmes have or are dismantling not only benefits and services, but also 
the mechanisms which work to reduce inequality and enhance equity

• The stigmatisation, demonisation and misrepresentation of people 
experiencing poverty and disadvantage continues to feature prominently 
in public and political accounts of poverty 



Harmful Societies: Elites, Austerity and the Production 
of Social Harm

• From Criminology and Critical Social Policy: focus on Social Harms 
(Pemberton 2015)

• Capitalist societies are organised in specific ways that are intrinsically 
harmful (exploitation, commodification, alienation, crisis prone)

• However, the extent and experience of harm is not inevitable – it varies, 
according to the forms social organisation take

• Social Harms:  Homicide, Suicide, Infant Mortality, Poverty/Child Poverty, 
Long Working Hours, Financial Insecurity, Social Isolation, Other forms of 
insecurity….food, fuel, health…

• Austerity has  intensified the shift in many societies to an increasing neo-
liberal and ultimately more  harmful mode of social organisation

• Current agenda driven by vested ideological and material interests

• State produced social harms

• Time bomb of social harm: it is not a statistical fluctuation, results from a 
conscious policy direction, therefore it can be prevented…it is a matter of 
political will…



A Risky and Precarious ‘Scotland’?
• ‘Scotland’ as an ‘austere society’?

• UK Government policy: austerity is manufacturing insecurities and social risk for 
the most vulnerable

• Transfers of risk and precariousness to the most disadvantaged sections of society 
– including those who are already most vulnerable

• More and more precarious forms of work

• More people reliant on precarious income

• A growing number of people in need of food aid

(Teachers feeding pupils in schools)

• Increasing feelings of isolation, alienation and a fear of falling into poverty

• The re-emergence of destitution

• Welfare ‘reforms’ (pre-2015) are unevenly impacting on the poorest areas in 
Scotland: 

• Glasgow loses £259m per annum = £620 per working age person

• Calton (Inner East End) = £880 p.a. per working age person 

(St Andrews, Fife, (£180 p.a.) (Beatty and Fothergill, 2015)

• What are the health impacts of these policies and developments in 
Scotland?



‘Austerity’: ‘We are all in this together’!



‘Austerity’ as a ‘Strategy of Inequality’

• Alan Walker in 1990: At its core Thatcherism developed and imposed a strategy of 
inequality:

…rather than seeing inequality as potentially damaging to the social 
fabric, the Thatcher governments saw it as an engine of enterprise, 
providing incentives for those at the bottom as well as those at the top 

• This strategy was essential to the social and political project of ‘Thatcherism’

• How useful is this for understanding the drivers and outcomes of austerity today?

• Austerity as a necessary evil or austerity as creating social harms impacting on 
particular groups in the population?

• Austerity as the regressive redistribution of social insecurity and of wealth/income 

• Neoliberalism and the austerity to which it gives rise is not only a class project 
about the restoration of class power (in the words of Marxist thinker David Harvey) 
but also involves the redistribution of income and wealth in favour of the rich

• What seems to be emerging might be described as a 'post-welfare' social landscape 
in which the continuation of welfare – a much more hollowed out welfare system -
is now working in ways that displace insecurity towards vulnerable individuals, 
households and communities

• It is within this context and armed with this understanding that we can begin to 
understand the key processes and social relations which are causal factors in the 
generation and reproduction of health inequalities in Scotland today.
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