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Migrants and Poverty in Scotland

 Between 2004 and 2022 Scotland’s non-UK born population grew from 3.8% to 
10.2%. 
 554,883 people living in Scotland were born outside the UK 
 209,859 arrived as children and young people under the age of 20 
 255,618 people arrived aged 20-35. 
 77% of Scotland’s working-age minority ethnic population were born outside 

the UK

 Migrant labour is concentrated in areas of labour force where there are low-wages 
and precarious conditions including administrative and support services (16%), 
accommodation and food services (15%), health and social care (9%), 

 Experiences of poverty in migrant households impact directly on targets to reduce 
child poverty which Scottish Government is struggling to meet, especially within 
the minority ethnic population

 Analysis of labour market outcomes for Scotland’s minority ethnic population
shows that non-UK people fare worst within that already disadvantaged 
population. 



High costs, hardship and vulnerability to poverty 

• Migrant households face significant costs not incurred by other low-income 
households including visa fees, and immigration health surcharge. 

• The costs of staying in touch with family abroad are also significantly higher

• They also incur high costs for 
• housing 
• utilities
• food
• childcare and education 
• struggle to access affordable credit

Sometimes the challenges we face is not
what we anticipated when we were
coming here. It can be a huge shock on
us especially when you have children
involved and you cannot believe that you
are having them go through such
hardship. Sometimes it could drive down
to isolation and at the end of the day you
end up being depressed.

We eat less food and not good food, so
that we can make our money last every
month. That is the only way. If you eat
every day good and expensive stuff, you
cannot live in this country.

I know a family that tries to
conserve energy by switching off
the fridge after sunset, turning off
the lights to save on electricity
costs, and shutting off the water
boiler to reduce expenses.



Barriers to increasing income through employment 

 Migrants face specific barriers in the labour market, including 
 non-recognition of overseas qualifications; 
 undervaluing of work experience and 

skills development gained outside UK;
 costs of addressing language barriers; 
 discrimination on grounds of race or 

religion.
 In some cases visa conditions restrict

the hours and/or sectors in which 
they can work.

They say you can work for 20 hours [a week].
One is not able to get a professional job. You get
care. You get domestic, kitchen. A typical care
shift - it's 12 hours. 12 hours times 2 days is 24.
If you're doing 20, they may not even want to
take you. I work part-time, but I've never worked
up to my 20 hours.

Hope is currently working as a
care worker for minimum-
wage. A qualified paediatrician
and lecturer in paediatric care
in her home country, Hope is
desperate to resume her
medical career. But the costs
to get her qualifications
converted and prove her
English language skills are
over £1,500. She just can’t
afford this on top of the
family’s fees for the Immigrant
Health Surcharge and visa
renewals. Hope fears that if
she stays in Scotland, she will
never be able to practice
medicine again.



Access to Social Security

 For most migrants access to welfare is 
severely restricted by NRPF. 

 This restriction does not apply to all 
migrants, nor to all types of assistance
(e.g. Best Start Foods) .

 Complexity of rules and systems creates 
uncertainty and severity of penalties 
creates fear. 

 Result: people both with and without 
recourse to public funds miss out on 
support they could be eligible to claim

Agnieszka and her husband
moved to Scotland three
years ago on Health and
Care Worker visas. They
work in minimum-wage jobs
and were managing until
Agnieszka became pregnant
and was unable to work for
health reasons. The couple
quickly fell into crisis. They
prioritised paying rent and
were left struggling to buy
food but were terrified to use
a food bank in case it
violated their NRPF
condition.



A dual landscape of provision poorly suited to meet 
migrants’ needs

Mainstream services and supportMigrant-focused Organisations 

Both third sector and statutoryMainly third sector (charities and not-for-profit)

Specialise in specific areas of advice and servicesOffer a broad range of services and activities but 
tailored to meet needs of migrant clients. 

Some able to tap into mainstream resources and 
schemes or provide direct financial assistance.

Very limited reach into publicly-funded resources.

Highly varied understanding and experience of 
migrant needs and constraints. 

Staff usually not able to provide specialist welfare 
or employment advice. 

Person-centred, holistic approachGroup events and activities serve as a gateway to 
1-to-1 case work and tailored support. 

Offer signposting and referrals e.g. between 
employability, income maximisation, energy 
advice

Often provide signposting and (accompanied) 
referrals to more specialised (mainstream) 
services.

Well-networked with other mainstream support 
services and organisations

Usually well-networked with other migrant-
focused and third sector organisations. 

Much less well-networked with migrant-focused
organisations

Less well networked with public 
sector/mainstream services



Our recommendations

We have developed recommendations for: 
• Scottish Government and Local Authorities;
• Employability / Income Maximisation 
Services;
• Employers

Read them in detail in our report and policy 
brief

They centre on:
• More Connectivity – systems that improve 
data sharing and referrals
• More Inclusion – e.g.: consideration of 
migrants as service users and employees
• More Clarity - e.g.: clearer guidance on 
entitlements
• More Support – e.g.: extending the range of 
accessible benefits



The Policy Laboratory 

Aim: to drive change in policymaking and practice through co-
development of  feasible, fundable and effective solutions.

Participants: experts by experience and practice on migration and living 
standards, including local and national government, public and third 
sector support organisations, employers, service users.

Areas for Change:
• More joined-up services and a ‘No Wrong Door’ approach
• Person-centred support and improved intercultural communication 

skills
A dynamic ecosystem of support

Process:
• Discovery phase (October-December 2024)

• Scoping possibilities and gathering learning resources
• Recruiting participants for delivery phase

• Delivery phase (January – June 2024)
• Two groups, one per theme 
• Online events and supported process to design and deliver outputs 



Join Us!

We are eager to receive suggestions or to hear from 
people who would like to take part in the Policy 

Laboratory

Participants should have access to or knowledge of 
structures, initiatives and funding mechanisms to 

build ideas into possibilities and advocate for change.

If that sounds like you, or someone you know please 
get in touch!

Rebecca@Migrationpolicyscotland.org.uk


