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INTRODUCTION
The experience of both poverty and social security are heavily gendered. A
number of structural factors place women at greater risk of poverty and the
recently published Child Poverty Delivery Plan recognises that there is
“conclusive evidence that poverty and gender are inextricably linked”.1 Social
security has a significant impact on women’s economic, political and social
equality, on their ability to participate in paid work, and their experiences of
unpaid care and violence against women. We would therefore strongly urge
the Committee to adopt a gender lens when analysing the impact of Universal
credit on in-work poverty.
Over the decade of austerity from 2010 to 2020, 86% of net ‘savings’ raised
through cuts to social security will come from women’s income, placing
women at a greater risk of deeper and sustained poverty. The UK
Government’s ‘welfare reform’ programme and wider agenda of public sector
spending cuts is having a grotesquely disproportionate impact on women’s
access to resources, security and safety.2
While it is well-evidenced that ‘welfare reform’ has severely disadvantaged
women, it must be recognised that women did not enjoy economic equality
with men before ‘welfare reform’. The imbalance in impact can be explained
by women’s pre-existing inequality:
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• In Scotland the gender pay gap is 15%3 and two-thirds of workers
earning below the Living Wage are women4
• Women have fewer financial assets and less access to occupational
pensions than men, and women are 66% of the paid workforce living in
poverty in Scotland5
• Women provide around 70% of unpaid care6 and 74% of Carer’s
Allowance claimants are women.7 Women are twice as likely to give up
paid work in order to care.8
• 92% of lone are women, and women make up 95% of lone parents in
receipt of income support. Almost half (48%) of single-parent
households are living in poverty, compared to a quarter (24%) of couple
households9
• Women in the UK find it harder than men to escape poverty and they
are more likely to be in persistent poverty (8.2%) than men (6.3%)10
• Women are twice as dependent on social security as men, with 20% of
women income coming from the benefits and tax credit system,
compared with 10% of men’s11
• Women represented roughly two-third of those with severe debt
problems in the UK in 201312
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In its inquiry into women and welfare reform, the Scottish Parliament’s
Welfare Reform Committee acknowledged the importance of taking a
gendered approach and made a range of recommendations including on
occupational segregation, childcare, child poverty and mental health.13 We
would urge the Committee to take a broad approach for this inquiry.
Close the Gap is part of a coalition of women’s organisations, led by Engender,
which has highlighted the acute gender impact of ‘welfare reform’ and which
advocate for a gendered analysis in the design and implementation in the new
Scottish system. This previous work informs this consultation response.
CONTEXTUAL FACTORS
1. Women’s experiences of in-work poverty
The experience of poverty is gendered. Female headed households are poorer
than comparable male-headed households14 and women in the UK are more
likely to live in poverty than men. Women also tend to be ‘poverty managers’
and will often shield their families from poverty by going without food,
clothing or warmth themselves.15
Recent work by the Women’s Budget Group outlined that in-work poverty16
can be caused by a combination of low earnings (the number of hours worked
may be insufficient to guarantee a good income) and low pay (what people are
paid per hour is insufficient for an adequate standard of living) as well as a
number of other factors that rate to labour market participation of household
members and financial support.17
Women’s employment is increasingly precarious, contributing to women’s
higher levels of in-work poverty. Women comprise the majority of low paid
workers, and work that is seen as “women’s work”, such as cleaning, care and
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retail, is systematically undervalued in the labour market. Workers on zerohours contracts (ZHCs) are more likely to be women. Women are more likely
than men to have caring responsibilities and therefore face the additional
pressure of finding work that allows them to balance earning with caring. This
sees women further concentrated into low paid and insecure work, as most
part-time is found in the lowest paid occupations and sectors. These factors
mean that paid work is not a guaranteed route out of poverty for women in
Scotland.
To unpack the impact of Universal credit on women, it is essential that an
intersectional approach is adopted. For example, disabled women and black
and minority ethnic (BME) women face dual labour market disadvantages and
are affected by social security policy in cross-cutting ways. Disabled women
and BME women are also more likely to live in poverty than disabled and BME
men.18 Moreover, as BME women are more likely to live in larger households
and head single-parent households, they have been hit particularly hard by tax
credit cuts and the two-child limit.19
ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS
Question 2: What impact will Universal credit have on in-work poverty in
Scotland?
The significance of universal credit on the lives of women and their
experiences of in-work poverty is illustrated by the fact that 37% of claimants
in employment and 50% of claimants are female.20 Despite the clear
differential impact on women, the design of Universal credit fails to take
account of gendered patterns of employment and care. For low-paid women,
work alone is not providing an adequate route out of financial hardship.
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The earnings disregard
The design of the earnings disregard21 means that it fails in its core objective
and will not “make work pay” for many lone mothers and second earners, the
majority of whom are women. Universal credit creates little or no incentive for
second earners to enter or progress in paid work and the work allowance22 for
lone parents is too low. Disincentivising women from progressing in
employment and from increasing their working hours ultimately restricts their
earning potential, often trapping women and their families in in-work poverty.
It also reinforces the notion of the “breadwinner model” which entrenches
inequality within the household and reduces women’s financial independence.
Split payments and access to an independent income
Assumptions that opposite sex couples own, access and control joint bank
account on an equal basis are unfounded and therefore the single household
payment of universal credit has left many women with no independent access
to an income.23 Financial independence is crucial for women, who are twice as
dependent on social security as men due to gendered caring roles and
disadvantage in the labour market.24
Women who face multiple inequalities across society, including disabled
women, minority ethnic and refugee women are amongst those who would be
at particular risk of increased harm from a policy that undermines women’s
access to resources. Accessing Universal credit and achieving financial
independence is necessary to enable women to escape not only poverty, but
also domestic abuse.
We are pleased that the Scottish Government has committed to split payments
of Universal credit under the flexibilities of universal credit. This is extremely
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important if the Scottish system of social security is to provide women with
independent access to an income and to supplement pay to lift themselves and
their family out of in-work poverty.
Carer’s Allowance disincentivises paid work
It is estimated that around 70% of unpaid carers are women, despite Census
statistics that put this figure at 59% in Scotland, as gender norms also mean
that women are less likely to self-identify as carers.25 Women make up the
majority of carers in Scotland across all age groups and this is particularly acute
amongst working-age women between 25 and 49 years old where they
represent almost two thirds of carers.26 Increasingly, women are combining
looking after young children with providing unpaid care for older and disabled
people.
Across the UK, £1bn will be cut from carers’ incomes between 2011 and 201827
and Carer’s Allowance is set at the lowest rate for any income replacement
benefit, amounting to only 25% of the minimum wage. A low earning disregard
within Carer’s Allowance can act as a financial disincentive to take up paid
work where this is possible.28 The earnings threshold does not automatically
align with the minimum wage and carers whose earnings rise suddenly over
the weekly threshold by just a few pounds are then forced to choose between
reducing their hours, giving up work, or losing their benefits. This means that
women who provide care are discouraged from increasing their hours or
securing higher paid work due to the loss of their benefits, ultimately trapping
them in in-work poverty.
Disabled women, low paid work and benefit cuts
In addition to the barriers faced by all disabled people, disabled women face a
raft of additional barriers because of their gender. These issues are reflected in
an average pay gap of 22% compared with non-disabled men, (as opposed to
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11% for disabled men).29 Many disabled women also report that partners
control their access to benefits and that this increases their isolation.30
Disabled people are at greater risk of being employed in low-paid work and
being underemployed. In terms of working hours, disabled women are much
more likely to work part-time (48%) than disabled men (18%) and non-disabled
women (42%).31 A lack of quality part-time jobs and flexible working,
particularly at senior levels, means that part-time work is overwhelmingly
found in low paid work.32
Disabled women’s labour market inequality is compounded by the fact
disabled women are amongst the very hardest hit by welfare reform.33 Over
half of the cuts to benefits between 2010 and 2015 fell on disabled people and
their families. In 2015, 55% of those on personal independence payments (PIP)
in Scotland were women, as were 65% of those in receipt of Attendance
Allowance.34 Disabled women face higher living costs as a result of their
disability35 which, when combined with benefits cuts and high rates of parttime, low paid work means that in-work poverty rates are likely to rise for
disabled women under Universal credit.
Lone parents and in-work poverty
Changes to child benefit, child tax credit, Income Support, maternity benefits
and the benefit cap will all have a significant impact on women with children
and gender equality more broadly. For example, of households subject to the
benefit cap, 93% have children, 72% are lone parents (76% with children under
five and 31% with a child under two).36 Those with children under 3 are not
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required to look for work under Universal credit37, yet they are still impacted
by the cap.38 Additionally, the so-called rape clause ultimately makes women
chose between traumatising forced disclosure of rape and deeper
impoverishment.
The main rate freeze on most working age benefits and tax credits has been
extended for four years from April 2016. This includes child benefit and child
tax credit, and also affects the childcare components of working tax credit and
universal credit. The UK Government’s own impact assessment shows that
women will be disproportionately affected by this, with 33% of women
suffering a loss of income in real terms.39 Research shows that the benefit
freeze could lead to a 12% loss of income for households with children.40
This will reduce access to childcare for low-income families, which is already
prohibitively expensive for many. It will also lock women with young children
out of opportunities to work or study. That lone parents are already more
likely to be in low-paid, part-time work, to compound this low pay with benefit
cuts and increased childcare costs will increase rates of in-work poverty.
Question 4: What can, or should the Scottish Government do to mitigate any
detrimental impact?
The devolution of a number of powers over social security provides an
opportunity for the Scottish Government to make progress against
commitments on gender equality and has provided an opportunity to pause
and take stock of ways in which social security and specific welfare reform
measures in particular have increased women’s inequality.
The evidence is clear that Universal Credit will disproportionately impact
women and will worsen their experiences of in-work poverty. However,
women primarily face higher risk of in-work poverty because of the persistent
inequalities that they face in the labour market. In mitigating the impact of
37
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Universal Credit, Scottish Government must also consider the barriers that
women face in accessing decent, flexible work with an adequate income and
take targeted action to address the root cause of the problem.
We recommend that, in order to mitigate the detrimental impact of universal
credit, the Scottish Government should:
Design and Delivery of Social Security and Employability Programmes
• In implementing split payments, payments should be paid to
individuals automatically with entitlements relating to children
allocated to the main carers and elements for disability, unpaid carers
and housing dispersed accordingly
Payments should be split in line with entitlements linked to caring. Elements
related to dependent children, or caring for disabled, ill or older relatives
should go directly to the main carer. Similarly, if housing benefit is included in
the claim, and rent is not paid directly to the landlord, this portion of the
entitlement should go to the person named on the tenancy.
• Mainstream gender in the development of new legislation, policies and
programmes
Scottish Government is required by the public sector equality duty to ensure
that gender equality is mainstreamed in the development of all legislation,
policy and programmes. This means that the advancement of gender equality
must be identified as a key objective of social security policy and embedded as
such. Gender equality, and equality more broadly, should therefore be central
to social security design and delivery.
• Ensure that regulations for specific entitlements are robustly gender
impact assessed, and that their cumulative impact on women’s
equality is also impact assessed.
Ensuring that robust, high-quality Equality Impact Assessments (EqIA) are an
integral part of the policymaking process is important. Engender had
previously noted that the EqIA for the Social Security Bill highlighted that
“equality and non-discrimination should be included on the face of the bill”.41
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The EqIA failed to consider how policies might impact particular groups,
referenced women in broad strokes, did not investigate how proposals would
impact women specifically and did not adopt an intersectional approach.42
Throughout this process of EqIAs, we urge caution in the assumption that
women will benefit from the policy because they comprise the majority of
recipients.
• Design employability programmes that address occupational
segregation and have gender equality as a central aim.
Scottish Government can work to actively disrupt occupational segregation
through Fair Start Scotland. Occupational segregation is one of the main causes
of the gender pay gap and contributes to women’s in-work poverty as
segregation means women are concentrated in undervalued, low-paid jobs.
Generic skills and employability programmes are likely to replicate these
gendered patterns of skills acquisition and employment – further trapping
women into low pay and in-work poverty.
Gender equality must be a stated central aim of Fair Start Scotland and
providers within the programme should be required to identify and report on
how they will mitigate the causes of occupational segregation throughout
design and delivery. This also means that Fair Start Scotland should not be
focused on ‘any job’ but there should be a consideration of a woman’s skill
level and whether a job satisfies her flexibility requirements.
• Invest in targeted employment support services for women, including
for carers, disabled women, refugees, lone parents and women
experiencing domestic abuse
Employability programmes need to take account of women’s different
experiences across education and skills, caring responsibilities and the type of
work they are able to access, and purposefully respond to them. Diverse
groups of women also have specific support needs and, consequently, a onesize-fits-all approach to employability programmes is insufficient. For example,
refugee women are disadvantaged by current employment support provision
which does not take account of their particular needs and experiences.
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Targeted employability programmes should also focus on the needs of women
who have experienced domestic abuse. The initial findings43 of the Building
Equality44 employability programme for women who have experienced
domestic abuse supports a holistic approach that meets women’s needs for
childcare, gender-sensitive employability work that takes cognisance of
occupational segregation and labour-market discrimination, advocacy, and a
theoretical understanding of employment journeys that is more of a spiral than
the currently dominant pipeline.
Learning from the experience of Building Equality, considering the needs of
diverse women and gendering employability programmes will help women to
gain work, progress in employment and achieve financial independence.
• Review the impact of Fair Start Scotland on women’s equality and
ensure that they are joined-up with new social security programmes
A central part of the monitoring and evaluation of Fair Start Scotland should be
an assessment of whether the devolved programmes are having a positive
impact on women’s equality. As mentioned above, this should include
analysing whether employers are actively challenging occupational segregation
and could also include an assessment of whether job-seeking support is
sufficiently tailored to the needs of women.
Unpaid work
• Create a living wage for carers to which all carers in employment and
education, and carers for all ages are entitled
We welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment to equalise Carer’s
Allowance with Jobseeker’s Allowance from 2018. However, even at this
increased rate, Carers Allowance will represent only £2 per hour45 for a
minimum of 35 hours per week. This low rate of Carer’s Allowance, as well as
living in households affected by disability, is reflected in recent research by
Carers UK which shows that nearly 40% of carer households are managing on a
gross monthly income of £1000 or less. Considering that unpaid carers
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undertake work worth an estimated £10.8 billion to Scotland’s economy, it
seems reasonable to expect that carers should receive a living wage.
Many women carers would welcome the ability to undertake more and better
paid work, as it would increase their independent income, self-esteem and
social life, and enable them to maintain or develop skills in the workplace
ahead of the possible need to return to work after their ‘carer journey’. Being
able to work increased hours while caring would assist in lifting unpaid carers
out of in-work poverty. Restricted access to education for carers under the
current system also undermines women’s equality of opportunity and future
earning potential. We echo Engender’s recommendations listed in the Gender
Matters Roadmap and call for a Scottish Carers Living Wage Strategy to
introduce a Scottish Carer’s Living Wage accessible by all carer’s, abolishment
of restrictions on education and employment for the Scottish Carer’s benefit.46
• Top-up child benefit by £5 per week
By 2020, women who are lone parents will experience an estimated loss of
£4,000 per year, a 20% drop in living standards and a 17% drop in disposable
income.47 Where women’s disposable income is reduced, spending on children
decreases and links between women’s and child poverty are widely
recognised.48 The Scottish Government have put significant focus on child
poverty, noting that child poverty shapes life chances, development and
wellbeing, and subjects children to extreme stigmatisation.
These detrimental impacts could be mitigated by the Scottish Government by
‘topping-up’ child beneﬁt by a £5 per week and by widening access to the new
Best Start Grant (BSG).49
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Multiple Discrimination and Intersectionality
• Ensure that monitoring and evaluation systems gather intersectional
gender-disaggregated data
BME women, disabled women and migrant and refugee women are most likely
to be impacted by social security policy and are also more likely to experience
poverty. However, much of the pre-existing research into Universal credit does
not take a gendered approach and data for groups protected under the
Equality Act 2010 is extremely limited at the Scottish-level. This lack of
disaggregated data at Scottish-level creates challenges in understanding the
impact that Universal credit has on different groups of women’s lives and does
not allow for responsive, evidence-based policy making.
Monitoring and evaluation should also work to ensure that social security
policy and delivery takes account of the particular experiences and rights of
refugee and asylum-seeking women living in Scotland.
• Include actions that will address the undervaluation of “women’s
work” in the gender pay gap action plan.
One of the ambitions of universal credit is to incentivise claimants to ‘graduate’
from it by increasing their earnings. However, there are clear structural factors
which can prevent including rising childcare costs, persistent occupational
segregation which concentrates women in low paid stereotypically female
work, and a lack of quality part-time work can mean that women often have to
work in jobs that do not enable them to earn an adequate income.
Close the Gap has welcomed the establishment of the Ministerial working
group on the gender pay gap, and Scottish Government’s commitment to
develop an action plan. To address the root cause of women’s in-work poverty,
the action plan must however include actions to address the undervaluation of
women’s work, a key contributing factor in women’s and children’s poverty.
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