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Understanding Scotland is a quarterly survey tool
measuring the most important facets of our lives and
decision-making in Scotland: our society, economy, and

environment.

This high-quality, large-scale survey tool is brought to
you by Diffley Partnership and Charlotte Street Partners.

Understanding Scotland: Economy tracker is produced in

partnership with the David Hume Institute*.
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UNDERSTANDING
SCOTLAND A
THE ECONOMY '

IN 5 POINTS

This edition of Understanding Scotland brings you insights
from over 2,300 members of the adult (16+) Scottish public

on the most important aspects of our society and economy.

ECONOMIC SURVIVAL TACTICS: SCOTS' STRATEGIES AMIDST THE COST OF LIVING CRISIS

With the cost of living continuing to impact Scots, many continue to employ various coping strategies to manage higher
prices. Nearly seven in ten Scots (67%) have reduced non-essential purchases, while significant proportions have cut back
on energy use (64%), leisure activities (62%), and household heating (60%). Additionally, about 45% have decreased savings
contributions, and over a third (36%) have tapped into their savings. These behaviours are more prevalent among younger
age groups, suggesting a disproportionate impact on working-age individuals.

CAUTIOUS OUTLOOK: SCOTS* CONTINUE TO CURB FUTURE SPENDING

Both essential and non-essential spending expectations show little change since the last quarter. Decreasing proportions of
people expect to spend more and an increasing proportion of people expect to spend the same across various goods and
services. This suggests a cautious approach amongst Scots, as tough economic times continue for many.

COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY: CONSENSUS ON MANAGING RISK AND EMPLOYER
RESPONSIBILITY

There is a strong consensus amongst Scots regarding the importance of collective responsibility and employer accountability
for managing societal risks. Over three-quarters (77%) agree on the necessity of a safety net, while an overwhelming
majority (87%) believe that employers should provide wages that meet basic needs. Additionally, there is widespread
acknowledgment (86%) of the long-term costs associated with neglecting people's basic needs, underscoring the importance
of addressing immediate concerns to mitigate future societal impacts.

GENERATIONAL DIVIDES: VARIED PRIORITIES ACROSS AGE GROUPS

Once again, healthcare and the cost of living continue to be top public priorities. Almost half (49%) report healthcare and
the NHS as a top issue facing Scotland: up one percentage point from November. Meanwhile, cost of living/inflation
remains a core concern for four in ten (41%). In February 2024, only 9% of Scots placed the constitution and devolution in
their top three most important issues compared to 25% in the first wave in Understanding Scotland. Age remains a
significant factor influencing Scots' priorities and concerns. While healthcare and the NHS are paramount among older age
groups, younger individuals are more focused on cost-of-living issues.

GROWING DOUBTS: SCOTS' INCREASING SCEPTICISM ABOUT SCOTLAND'S TRAJECTORY

The majority of Scots (58%) believe that Scotland is heading in the wrong direction, marking a three percentage point
increase from the previous wave. This shift matches the highest percentage recorded since the beginning of Understanding
Scotland, which was previously recorded in May 2023, reflecting an increasing sense of pessimism about the future.
Conversely, just under one in four (23%) believe that things in Scotland are heading in the right direction, the lowest
percentage to say so in the Understanding Scotland series.
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SCOTLAND'S DIRECTION OF TRAVEL

The latest wave of Understanding Scotland finds the continuation of the trend that a majority of

Scots (58%) believe that things in Scotland are heading in the wrong direction. This is up three

percentage points from estimates in November, when the percentage of those believing that

things in Scotland are heading in the wrong direction had started to plateau. The latest figure

matches the highest percentage of the public reporting that things are heading in the wrong

direction since the start of our Understanding Scotland series, with the previous equivalent figure

being recorded in May 2023. Conversely, just under one in four (23%) believe that things in

Scotland are heading in the right direction, the lowest percentage to say so in the Understanding

Scotland series.

Age and gender effects remain salient, with
over six in ten men (63%) reporting that
they believe Scotland is heading in the
wrong direction, compared to over half of
women (54%), and six in ten (63%) of those
over 45, compared to half (51%) of those
16 to 34.

Those that believe general economic
conditions and their own financial
circumstance have worsened in the last
year or will worsen in the year to come are
more likely to say that things in Scotland

are heading in the wrong direction.

58% °

WRONG

197%

DON'T
KNOW

-2

Generally speaking, do you think things in Scotland
are heading in the right direction or the wrong
direction?
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SCOTLAND'S DIRECTION OF TRAVEL

Proportion ofpeop/e saying that things in Scotland are going in the right and wrong direction

Wrong Direction
58% (+3)

Don't Know
19% (-1)

SEP21 JAN 22 MAY 22 AUG 22 NOV 22 FEB23 MAY 23 AUG 23 NOV 23 FEB 24

Generally speaking, do you think things in Scotland are heading in the right direction or the wrong direction?
Brackets show change from November 2023




PUBLIC PRIORITIES

Once again, healthcare and the cost of living continue to top public priorities. Almost
half (49%) report healthcare and the NHS as a top issue facing Scotland: up one
percentage point from November. Meanwhile, cost of living/inflation remains a core
concern for four in ten (41%). As emphasis on healthcare and the NHS rises while
emphasis on cost of living remains constant, a widening gap of seven percentage

points emerges between these two critical issues facing Scotland.

Poverty/inequality, the economy, trust in politics and housing remain prominent
priorities amongst the Scottish public, chosen as a top issue facing Scotland by 15% or
more of Scots. With the exception of poverty and inequality, which fell three

percentage points, estimates remain consistent with those from November 2023.

Looking across the Understanding Scotland series, emphasis on issues like mental
health (-10), poverty and inequality (-14), and the constitution (-16) have fallen
considerably from September 2021, suggesting long-term shifts in public attitudes as
the public grapples with pressing health and economic concerns. In February 2024,
only 9% of Scots placed the constitution and devolution in their top three most

important issues compared to 25% in the first wave of Understanding Scotland.

However, Scots also respond to changing political prioritisation. Prior to the Prime
Minister’'s speech on a renewed approach to net zero in September 2023, 18% of
Scots selected the environment and climate change as a top three issue for Scotland;

since, this priority has fallen to only one in ten (11%).

Age remains a core influence of Scots’ top priorities. Concerns with healthcare and the
NHS are highest amongst those 65, where over half (55%) select this as a top three
issue facing Scotland, while only 45% of those 16 to 34 report the same. In contrast,
the percentage of those ascribing cost of living/inflation as a top three issue facing
Scotland peaks amongst the youngest generation, at half (54%) of those 16 to 34,

falling to one in four (27%) of those 65 or older.
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TOP PRIORITIES & ISSUES

Proportion of respondents citing each matter as one of the top three issues facing Scotland

60%

50%

497% (+1) - Healthcare & the NHS*

40%

30%

y )

207 (-3) - Poverty/Inequality
20% 19% (=) - The economy

e / 147 (+3) - Education/schools

— 11% (-2) - The environment and

10% —_— climate Change

N LA | S LN, LS, - SR, S, S )|
< S A\ < SV D A < A Q>

And what do you think are the three most important issues facing Scotland today? (Only answer options in top 10 shown)
N.B. An asterisk denotes a new or changed answer item since the first wave in September 2021. Changes in brackets since November 2023



ECONOMIC PRIORITIES

The public’'s economic priorities remain remarkably stable wave on wave. Cost of living and
inflation has cemented itself as the public’'s top economic concern, reported by over three in
five Scots (62%). Trailing behind, around one in three emphasise living standards and wages

(835%) and spending on public services (33%) as top issues facing the Scottish economy.

Across the Understanding Scotland series, there have been small but notable changes in the
prevalence of priorities. Emphasis on spending on public services has increased for the third
consecutive wave, up by ten percentage points from 23% in January 2022, suggesting
increased concern. In addition, interest in economic growth as a top economic priority is up
four percentage points from last wave, although there is a clear gender split with more men
ranking this higher than women.

Concern with the green economy and addressing the financial impacts of climate change has
fallen for the second consecutive wave, now hovering at just one in ten (10%).

The overall stability of the public’'s economic priorities masks marked differences by age.
Despite the prominence of cost of living and inflation, support for this priority is concentrated
amongst those 16 to 44, where almost three in four (72%) select this as a top issue for the
Scottish economy; only half (49%) of those 65+ do the same. In contrast, older generations are
more likely to select spending on public services and managing public finances as issues for the
Scottish economy. Just under four in ten (38%) of those over 34 prioritise spending on public
services and three in ten (30%) prioritise managing public finances, falling to about one in five
of those aged 16 to 34 (22%; 18%).




ECONOMIC & FINANCIAL PRIORITIES

Proportion of respondents citing each item as being among the top three issues facing the Scottish
economy

COST OF LIVING AND INFLATION 62%
LIVING STANDARDS AND WAGES -4
SPENDING ON PUBLIC SERVICES +3
MANAGING PUBLIC FINANCES (TAX AND SPENDING) +9
ECONOMIC GROWTH +4,
INFRASTRUCTURE AND INVESTMENT +9

UNEMPLOYMENT +]

THE GREEN ECONOMY AND ADDRESSING THE -3

ECONOMIC/FINANCIAL IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE

SOCIAL SECURITY/BENEFITS +]
-2
INEQUALITY Sy -9
PENSIONS +1
FAIR WORK AND WORKERS' RIGHTS -9
TRADE +2

50
PRODUCTIVITY () —

INNOVATION

PUBLIC/PRIVATE OWNERSHIP OF INDUSTRIES AND UTILITIES 9 0

NEW TECHNOLOGY

Thinking specifically about economic and financial issues, which of the following do you think are the three most important issues facing the

Scottish economy? Numbers outside bars represent percentage point change from November 2023
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OVERVIEW OF ECONOMIC OUTLOOK

General economic conditions

. Compared to 12 months ago . [n 12 months’ time
MUCH BETTER

SOMEWHAT BETTER

ABOUT THE SAME

SOMEWHAT WORSE

MUCH WORSE

Own financial circumstances

MUCH BETTER .

Compared to 12 months ago . In 12 months’ time

SOMEWHAT BETTER m
SOMEWHAT WORSE 28%
MUCH WORSE

12%

'Don't know' answers excluded. Numbers outside charts represent change from November 2023
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ECONOMIC & FINANCIAL OPTIMISM OVER TIME

‘Net' proportion of people reporting/predicting an improvement in financial and economic conditions
minus the proportion reporting/predicting a deterioration.

. Compared to the past 12 months, do you believe that general economic conditions are better or worse now?
. Compared to the past 12 months, do you believe that your own financial situation/circumstances are better or worse now?
Compared to now, do you believe that general economic conditions will be better or worse over the next 12 months?

. Compared to now, do you believe that your own financial circumstances will be better or worse over the next 12 months?

0%
A
-23% (-1)
-37% (+1
-40% 7 : v
/ - ¢
-60% -63% (+1)
-80%
-100%
N 2 v 12 v > j ge) > I
(3‘1/ ?élz ?%’1/ 0(;1/ OA‘L S V \?}’1/ 0(;1/ 04‘1/ 3 YV
S S S v ~ < ) v ~ <

Changes in brackets since November 2023
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COST OF LIVING BEHAVIOURS

As the public grapples with the ramifications of an ongoing cost of living crisis, Scots engage in
a host of strategies to cope with higher prices. These strategies see Scots cutting back on both
essential and non-essential goods and using up any financial reserves, with critical

consequences for the Scottish public and the Scottish economy.

Just under seven in ten (67%) Scots have cut down on non-essential purchases, like clothing, to
cope with the cost of living crisis. About three in five have cut back on energy use (64%),
leisure activities (62%), and household heating (60%).

Almost half of Scots (45%) put less money into savings than usual and over a third (36%) have
taken money out of savings to deal with higher costs, effectively borrowing from their future to
deal with today’s economic challenges. A fifth have used a credit card (23%) or a ‘buy now, pay
later’ scheme (19%). These behaviours are higher amongst those under 55, peaking for those

between 35 and 44, suggesting that working Scots are exhausting all funds at their disposal.

Those with less financial resources are also taking more severe actions to reduce expenses.
Individuals in social grades C2DE and individuals in SIMD 1 are more likely to report that they
are skipping meals (20%; 21%), cutting down on meal/portion sizes (24%; 24%), and buying less
fruit and vegetables (27%; 30%).

These groups are also more likely to be losing sleep over their personal finances: about a third
of those in social grade C2DE (36%) and in SIMD 1 (30%). This rises to almost four in ten (39%)

of those with children in their household losing sleep over their finances.

While a significant percentage of the population continues to take critical coping measures, it is
important to note that less Scots are doing so than before. Estimates across almost all
behaviours witness a drop this wave, suggesting that some Scots may be beginning to recover
from the economic crisis. However, it is clear that this recovery is not felt evenly amongst the

population, exacerbating pre-existing inequality.




RESPONSES TO THE COST OF LIVING CRISIS OVER TIME
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Proportion of respondents reporting doing each action to combat rising inflation

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

647% (-3) - Reduced energy use
62% (-1) - Cut down on leisure
activities

607% (-6) - Not put the

heating on to save money

367% (-2) - Taken money out of my

savings to cover higher costs

277% (-3) - Reduced donations to
charity

23% (-3; - Bought less fruits and

vegetables

21% (-3) - Cut down on meal/portion

SiZES to save money

21% (-2) - Changed or looked at

changing jobs to earn money
19% (-2) - Used a ‘buy now pay later’
payment plan

FEB 24

Which of the following have you done in response to rising prices and inflation? (Only answer options with data points >=20% shown)

N.B. An asterisk denotes a new or changed answer item. Changes in brackets since November 2023
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BUYING INTENTIONS OVER TIME

Proportion of respondents who expect to spend less money over the next 12 months compared to the
last 12 months on certain goods and services.

70
60
50
44% Restaurants and hotels
(-2)
41% Clothing and footwear
41% Leisure and culture
(-2)
307% Holidays in the UK
(-1
30 30% Holidays outside the
(=) UK
21%  Food and Drink
(-1)
20 21% Household goods and
(-1) services
16% Transport
(-1)
10 9% Housing costs
(-2)
6% Household utility bills
—— (-1
0
SEP 21 MAY 22 NOV 22 MAY 23 FEB 24

Do you expect to spend more money or less money over the next 12 months compared to the last 12 months on:

*Brackets show change from last data point
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ATTITUDES TO MANAGING SOCIETAL RISK

More than three quarters of Scots (77%) either strongly agree or somewhat agree that there exists a
collective responsibility to ensure a safety net for those facing hardships during challenging economic
periods. This suggests a widespread acknowledgment of the importance of societal support systems in

providing assistance to vulnerable individuals and families during times of economic strain.

The data indicates a strong consensus (87%) regarding the belief that employers bear a responsibility
to pay wages that enable individuals to meet their basic needs such as heating, eating, and housing.
This underscores the expectation for employers to prioritise the well-being and livelihoods of their

employees by offering adequate compensation to cover essential living expenses.

An overwhelming majority (27%) agree that individuals are less effective in their work when they are
experiencing inadequate nutrition or sleep. This highlights the recognition of the interplay between
personal well-being and workplace performance, emphasising the importance of supporting

employees' health and welfare for optimal productivity.

A substantial portion of respondents (86%) agree that neglecting people's basic needs now leads to
higher costs for the public purse in the long run. This viewpoint suggests an understanding of the
broader societal implications of failing to address immediate needs, with potential ramifications for

public spending and resource allocation in the future.

Overall, the data reflects a strong consensus on the importance of collective responsibility, employer
accountability, the connection between well-being and work performance, and the long-term

implications of neglecting basic needs.




ATTITUDES TO MANAGING SOCIETAL RISK

Proportions of respondents agreeing or disagreeing with statements about societal risk
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. Strongly agree . Neither agree nor disagree . Strongly disagree
. Somewhat agree . Somewhat disagree Don’t Know

PEOPLE ARE LESS EFFECTIVE AT
WORKWHEN THEY ARE NOT EATING
OR SLEEPING WELL

EMPLOYERS HAVE A RESPONSBILITY
TO PAY WAGES THAT MEET PEOPLE’S
BASIC NEEDS E.G. HEATING, EATING
AND HOUSING

IT COSTS THE PUBLIC PURSE MORE IN
THE LONG RUN TO DEAL WITH THE
CONSEQUENCES OF PEOPLE NOT
BEING ABLE TO MEET THEIR BASIC
NEEDS NOW

WE HAVE A COLLECTIVE
RESPONSIBILITY TO ENSURE A
SAFETY NET FOR THOSE STRUGGLING
DURING HARD ECONOMIC TIMES

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
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TECHNICAL DETAILS

The survey was designed by Diffley Partnership and invitations
were issued online using the ScotPulse panel. Fieldwork was
conducted between the 1st - 5th February 2024, and received
2,305 responses from the adult population, aged 16+, across
Scotland. Results are weighted to the Scottish population

(2020 estimates) by age and sex.

FIND OUT MORE

To explore the results for yourself, visit our website here, and

register for exclusive updates and a quarterly bulletin here.

If you are interested in having your own questions asked and
answered in future waves of Understanding Scotland, email us

at contact@understanding-scotland.co.uk.


https://www.diffleypartnership.co.uk/understanding-scotland/
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeYo7sRC-4j214ZGR897umXxgh70T5end23jucH81vTsTQEAw/viewform?usp=sf_link
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