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1. A series of 8 focus groups were held in November and December, two each in 
Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Jedburgh. Groups included between 5 and 8 
members of the public, a professional facilitator and at least one MSP.  

 
2. The aim of the focus group exercise was to hear about the experiences and 

perceptions of households throughout Scotland on various areas of the Scottish 
economy. 

 
3. In total, 50 members of the public participated in these sessions. A breakdown of this 

figure is included here: 

 

Gender   

Male 24 

Female 26 

Socio-economic group1   

ABC1 24 

C2DE 26 

Age group   

18-34 14 

35-50 21 

50+ 15 

Total Respondents 50 

 
 
4. This document summarises the focus group discussions; identifying common trends, 

acknowledging regional differences and highlighting insights which can be used by the 
Committee throughout its inquiry into Scotland’s economic performance.  
 

5. Group facilitators followed a structure and script which had been developed by 
Parliamentary staff and agreed by the Committee; so this summary will only include 
information relevant to these agreed questions and the remit of the inquiry.  
 

6. The document will therefore be structured around the following themes: 
 

A. Household income and spending 
 

 More or less disposable income 

 Attitudes and experiences of debt and borrowing 

 Tax and public services 

 Home owning and young people 
 

                                            
1
 ABC1 includes those in higher managerial, professional and intermediate managerial occupations. C2DE 

includes skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled workers, as well as the unemployed and economically inactive. 
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B. Labour market 
 

 Fair pay 

 Job security and zero hours contracts 

 Attitudes and experiences of self-employment 

 Experience of unemployment 

 Young people and the labour market 
 

C. Broader economic issues 
 

 Strengths and weaknesses of Scotland’s economy 

 Economic performance over the past ten years 

 The meaning of “economic growth” 

 Changes to local high street 

 Big local employers 

 Inequality – income and regional 

 Future – positive? 

7. Sessions started with a discussion on disposable income and whether or not people felt 
they had more or less cash in their pockets than they had ten years ago. 

 
8. Of the 50 respondents we spoke to, 37 said they felt they had less money now, three 

saying they had more and the remainder either saying they had roughly the same 
disposable or that they had just started working recently. 

 
9. Of the 75% of respondents who said they had less disposable income, almost all 

mentioned stagnating or reduced wages, as well as big increases in the cost of living. 
Most respondents specifically mentioned increases in the cost of fuel, food, council tax 
and clothing. 

“In the last 10 to 15 years, things have gotten tighter and tighter. We’re 
horrendously worse off than we were” – hospitality manager, Jedburgh. 
 
“My costs have dramatically increased over the last couple of years but my 
wages haven’t” – third sector administrator, Glasgow. 

 
10. A number of respondents mentioned they were much more careful now about spending 

decisions, not just on big ticket items such as cars, holidays and household appliances, 
but also on where they do their weekly shopping. 
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11. The increase in the cost of diesel and petrol was mentioned by most respondents in the 
Jedburgh area and the increased costs of commuting were highlighted by a number of 
respondents in the greater Glasgow area. 

 
12. The ‘before and after’ timeline for many Aberdeen participants wasn’t so much the 

financial crisis and recession of 2008-10, but the oil price crash from 2014 onwards. 
Some respondents compared their earning and spending during the “oil bubble” and 
their more straitened circumstances now. 

13. The discussions then moved on to attitudes to debt and borrowing. Most respondents 
made a clear distinction between “good”, or at least unavoidable debt such as 
mortgages, and “bad” debt which included credit card borrowing and pay day lending. 

 
14. Student debt came up on a number of occasions, with one recent graduate saying that 

almost all of her friends had thousands of pounds worth of debts upon completing 
university courses. 

 
15. Many respondents, especially those over 30, had mortgages and this was considered 

acceptable and inevitable. A few expressed concerns about any potential interest rates 
increase, although the majority who responded to these questions felt they could 
accommodate a small interest rate hike. 

 
16. A very small number of respondents had actual experience of problem borrowing, either 

through credit cards or pay day lenders. Nevertheless, there was a perception that 
personal debt in Scotland had risen over the previous decade.  

 
17. There was also strong agreement that high-interest loans are too readily available and 

that adverts for pay-day lenders are fairly ubiquitous. Indeed some participants 
expressed anger at the prevalence of pay day lenders on their high streets, with one 
stating “payday loans are absolutely destroying people”. This frustration also extended 
to the business model of other high street firms engaged in high interest rent-to-own 
activities. 

 
18. As well as suggesting there should be a clampdown on pay-day lending, a couple of 

respondents believed improved personal finance education at school could help lower 
levels of personal indebtedness. 

 

19. The majority of participants did not seem overly concerned about the level of taxes they 
pay (of course, no one was exactly desperate to pay more). 

 
“I don’t mind paying tax as long as I feel I am getting quality for money” – 
airport worker, Edinburgh. 
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20. There was strong agreement throughout all the sessions that it was not so much the 
level of tax that was concerning, but the decisions made by those in government on 
how taxes are spent. For example, a perception of waste or inefficiency in the public 
sector was a recurring theme throughout many of the sessions.  

 
21. There was also a belief that tax rates have stayed the same over the last decade, or 

indeed have increased in some cases; however at the same time there have been real 
reductions in services. Examples given mostly related to services provided by local 
authorities, such as road repairs, leisure facilities and refuse collection.  

 
22. In Jedburgh, the higher socio-economic group was concerned about abuses of the 

benefits system, believing that there are not enough incentives (or pressures) to 
encourage the long-term unemployed back in to work. This group also believed that the 
benefits system was too generous, allowing claimants a standard of living that many 
employed people could not afford. This view was not shared by those in the lower 
socio-economic groups. Instead, there were some concerns expressed about the 
quality of employment support provided by the Job Centre. These frustrations were also 
heard in Glasgow with one respondent saying the customer experience at the Job 
Centre “was a nightmare”. 

 
“I don’t mind paying tax if it was to make the NHS better” – care worker, 
Glasgow 

 
23. Various respondents across all 4 locations said they would be happy to pay more tax if 

they were sure it would go to improving specific services. There was even some 
mention of revenue from such tax rises being ring-fenced for specific purposes. 
Unsurprisingly, the NHS and schools were mentioned as two policy areas where this 
extra funding could be targeted. 

 

24. Groups were asked whether or not they felt their pay was fair for the work they did. For 
those who answered the question, roughly two thirds said their pay was not fair and a 
third said their pay was fair. Some specifically mentioned nurses, care workers and 
teachers as not being paid enough. One teacher working in North Ayrshire said “if we 
were to work in the private sector and if we were to do the hours we do or were paid 
bonuses, teachers would earn a fortune”. 

 
25. Some mentioned the manager/worker pay differential within their organisations. For 

example, one third sector worker in Glasgow noted that her manager earns three times 
more than her, and that her own pay hasn’t changed in five years despite her taking on 
many more responsibilities. 
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26. There was a perception that pay levels in the Borders are considerably lower than 
those seen for the same type of job in the central belt and the north east. 
 

27. Aberdeen - In previous years, workers in the oil industry were paid very well, with 
wages considerably higher than those paid to nurses, teachers or care workers: 

 
“My mum is a community nurse and I think the amount of work she does in 
a day, she’s changing people, cleaning people, she is dealing with syringes 
and medical things, and I am sat at a computer doing a couple of 
spreadsheets a day, and I was getting a good £8,000 more than her a year” 
– drilling company administrator, Aberdeen. 

 

 

28. The majority of respondents felt their employment to be just as secure as it was five or 
ten years ago. There were some specific concerns relating to self-employment (see 
below); however in general, few people outwith the Aberdeen groups felt less secure in 
their jobs. 

 
29. Many of the discussions in this area focussed on zero hours contracts (ZHCs). Fewer 

than 10 of the 50 focus group participants had any first-hand experience of ZHCs, and 
those who had generally felt they were suitable for students and those looking for some 
extra cash from a second job.  

 
30. There was widespread concern for people who were dependent on ZHC jobs as their 

sole source of income: “For students, yeah, but for family people, no. You ain’t got 
stability”. Others felt that these forms of contracts should be banned altogether, as they 
believed ZHCs only benefit the employer and businesses have been abusing them. 

 

31. A number of respondents working in the oil industry in and around Aberdeen felt much 
less secure in their jobs than five or ten years ago. 

 

 

32. Outwith Aberdeen, relatively few participants were self-employed or had even 
considered self-employment. Indeed, in one of the Glasgow groups, out of 7 
respondents not one had considered setting up their own business. In the other 
Glasgow group, which included some slightly older participants, only one person (again, 
out of 7) had considered self-employment, and that was a number of years ago. 
 

33. Although slightly more people in the Edinburgh groups had considered self-
employment, most participants there felt self-employment couldn’t provide them with 
adequate stability: “you don’t know what your wage is going to be”. 
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34. Experiences of self-employment were more common among the Jedburgh and 
Aberdeen groups. In the latter, there were some self-employed contractors working in 
the oil industry. The stated benefits of self-employment included having the freedom to 
work the hours that suit and the feeling of independence self-employment brings. One 
respondent in Jedburgh claimed that “being self-employed was the best thing I’ve ever 
done”. 

 

35. Some participants had experiences of short-term unemployment, which in a number of 
cases was for a month or two between periods of relatively low-paid work. 

 
“If you want a job, it’s not hard to get one, it just depends on how motivated 
you are and how much you actually want it” – building surveyor, Glasgow. 

 
36. There was a commonly held view, particularly among some of the younger participants, 

that there are plenty of jobs available in Scotland; however they may not pay well or 
indeed be appropriate for all those looking for work. Participants recognised that a 
number of vacancies, for example in catering, require skills that many jobseekers do 
not have. Nevertheless, for some participants, the perception was that unemployment 
results from an unwillingness or inability to work rather than from a dearth of 
opportunities.   
 

37. For one older participant, the main barrier to re-entering the labour market was 
computer illiteracy, as well as a long-term injury which prevented him from applying for 
most job vacancies.  
 

“I’m 56. Who’s going to train me up…they’re going to want somebody 
young” – Unemployed former farm worker, Hawick. 

 
38. Other participants highlighted the stresses of unemployment and the mental health 

problems which can result from periods of unemployment and precarious employment. 
Referring specifically to her experiences of the Job Centre, one participant from 
Glasgow, now working in the care sector, said “it’s so degrading. It’s like you are 
begging”. 
 

39. Some participants in Aberdeen had recent experiences of unemployment caused by the 
oil price drop and subsequent restructuring of the industry. Many felt that retraining 
opportunities were limited for workers aged over 25. Nevertheless, most felt that should 
they lose their current job, there would be other jobs available, just not very good ones.  

 

40. There was general agreement that it is now more difficult for young people to get a 
good job than it was ten or twenty years ago. There is also a shared view that too many 
teenagers are getting “pushed” into university and not enough opportunities are 
available for those youngsters hoping to pursue a non-academic route. 

 
“I would hate to be young again and start over. I’d hate it” – pensions 
worker, Edinburgh 
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41. In both Jedburgh sessions, participants highlighted the lack of graduate-level jobs in the 
Borders and felt that once young people left to go to university, there were few 
incentives to tempt them back after graduation. Participants in Edinburgh also felt that 
there were not enough graduate-level jobs throughout Scotland to meet the needs and 
expectations of Scotland’s ever growing number of graduates. 

42. Almost every group highlighted the importance of apprenticeships and the feeling that 
there simply aren’t enough in Scotland.  There was a perception that hundreds of 
applicants are chasing each apprenticeship vacancy. There was also some frustration 
from older workers who felt that there aren’t enough training and reskilling opportunities 
available for them: 

 
“I am 27 now. I have been looking for an apprenticeship all my life since I 
left school. You just can’t get one.” – office worker, Aberdeen. 

 
43. Discussions also underlined the belief that young people are finding it increasingly 

difficult to get on the housing ladder and are spending longer living with their parents. 
With many graduates coming out of university with large student loan debts, saving for 
a deposit for a mortgage is near impossible. In Aberdeen in particular it was felt that 
most houses are out-with the price range of young people: “young people in Aberdeen 
have it harder than the rest of Scotland”.  

 

44. When asked to name Scotland’s economic strengths, almost every group highlighted 
tourism and food and drink. They felt Scotland’s international brand is strong and this is 
something we should build on. Only one person, who works in pensions, mentioned 
Scotland’s financial services sector, and an Edinburgh-based scientist spoke about 
Scotland’s “world-leading” life sciences sector.  

 
“I think tourism is really good in Scotland just now. There seems to be a real 
buzz about it.” – lawyer, Glasgow. 

 
45. When asked to discuss Scotland’s economic weaknesses, a small number of 

participants mentioned political instability caused by the two referendums: “I’m not 
100% sure, but I think (the Scottish economy) would have improved a lot better had we 
not had two referendums”. 

 

46. When groups were asked their views on how the Scottish economy has performed 
generally, many participants said that it had stagnated, or in the case of the two 
Aberdeen groups, got considerably worse. 

 
“I actually think we’re capable of an awful lot more. It’s a bit disappointing” – 
hospitality manager, Jedburgh. 
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47. One of the Glasgow groups felt that a number of new construction projects in and 
around Glasgow indicated a healthy and growing local economy. Some Aberdeen and 
Jedburgh participants felt the central belt is currently doing much better than the rest of 
Scotland. 

 

48. With the concept of economic growth, inclusive or otherwise, being of utmost 
importance to policy-makers, academics and journalists, the 8 focus groups were asked 
what the term means to them. Very few participants offered a definition, with most 
groups sitting in silence, waiting for the next question. One participant offered the 
following definition: 

 
“With growth people are better off” – lawyer, Glasgow 

 

49. The condition of Scotland’s high streets elicited some of the most passionate responses 
from our groups. There was absolute consensus that local high streets are in a 
significantly worse state than they were ten or twenty years ago, and this was a source 
of some regret to almost all participants. Specific high streets mentioned included 
Clydebank, Ayr, Paisley, Dumbarton and Hawick. 
 

“When I was growing up years ago the high streets were all really nice and 
they were vibrant and cared for” – HR officer, Aberdeen. 
 
“On the high street, every second shop is boarded up, every second shop is 
closed” – electrical engineer, Paisley. 

 
50. Almost every group said their local high streets are now full of charity shops, 

bookmakers, hairdressers and cafes. For many people, their high streets are now 
places to be avoided and are even considered a source of embarrassment. 
 

51. There is a feeling that councils should be doing more to attract more businesses to 
town centres, but also an acknowledgement that large supermarkets and out-of-town 
shopping centres have changed shopping habits forever. Some participants also 
accepted that online shopping has had a detrimental impact on local shops, and that 
almost all the people in the groups will shop online from time to time.  
 

52. In the case of Hawick, the demise of the high street was partly explained by the closure 
of the mills during the 1980s and 1990s and the loss of many well-paid local jobs. 

 

53. Almost every group agreed that over the past decade the rich have become richer and 
the poor have become considerably poorer. The evidence of this, for many participants, 
has been the proliferation of food banks in their local areas, and a feeling that the 
number of children receiving free school meals has increased. 
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54. One group also mentioned the apparent iniquitousness of one person owning multiple 
houses (and renting them out) when a large number of people in Scotland can’t afford 
just the one house. 
 

55. When asked about the drivers of this increasing inequality, a number of participants 
highlighted cuts to benefits and the rise in more unstable forms of employment. The 
belief that most people have not seen a pay rise over the past ten years was also seen 
to be a cause of growing inequality. 

 

56. Group sessions closed with a general discussion about what was most important to 
them in terms of the economy. Job security was mentioned the most, along with a 
feeling that pay needs to rise to accommodate increases in the cost of living. Improving 
opportunities for young people was also important to most groups, with a specific call 
for more apprenticeships, and other training and retraining opportunities to be made 
available to all age groups. 
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