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Scotland's Economic Performance 
 

StepChange Debt Charity Scotland 
 

How does income and wealth inequality in Scotland compare to other 
countries/regions and what are the policy responses to income and wealth inequality 
in Scotland and abroad?  

What have the trends in debt, wages and household income been over the past 

decade? 

StepChange Debt Charity Scotland is an independent charity dedicated to overcoming 

problem debt.  We are Scotland’s largest provider of specialist telephone and online debt 

advice, with solutions that are effective, tailored and importantly free.  Across the UK, the 

charity now help over 600,000 people a year, with more than two million helped since our 

creation 25 years ago.  In 2016 we managed over £4.1 billion worth of debt and helped 

clients repay almost £350 million to creditors, local authorities and government.  In Scotland 

the number of people helped was nearly 17,000, with over £30 million paid to creditors. We 

have also quadrupled our team of debt advisors in Glasgow, who are dedicated to helping 

more Scots improve their lives.  We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the Economy, 

Jobs and Fair Work Committee Inquiry into Scotland’s economic performance. 

We hold extensive client data in order to shape our understanding of how best to help 

people struggling with debt and are happy to provide a snapshot of this to illustrate key 

trends in Scotland and elsewhere in the UK between 2010 - 2016. 

Debt is a growing problem in Scotland. Over the past decade, a combination of stagnant 

wage growth and rises in the cost of living has placed significant pressure on household 

budgets. We know from our research that nearly 9 million people in the UK used credit for 

essential living costs. 

Demand for our service has increased year on year and this is projected to increase in 2017. 

There is no single factor behind the rising demand for our service, but the information given 

to us by clients shows some clear, worrying trends. 

Further information can be provided including key demographic breakdowns by age gender, 

income band and family composition.  
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Trends in Debt – Income 

Average Income Per Annum (Net)   
  2010 2016 Change % Change 

England £14,984.27 £15,177.47 £193.20 1.3% 

Northern Ireland £16,141.45 £15,819.17 -£322.28 -1.9% 

Scotland £14,244.08 £15,185.42 £941.34 6.60% 

Wales £14,301.05 £14,775.13 £474.08 3.30% 

UK £14,928.56 £15,166.51 -£237.95 -1.60% 

 

The average income annual of clients who contact the charity has been relatively stagnant 

across the UK with a decrease of 1.6% between 2010 and 2016. In Scotland average annual 

income has increased by 6.6% making it something of an outlier. This is partially due the 

make-up of our clients changing with more ‘working poor’ contacting us for help. Regardless 

of the modest recorded rise in client incomes, there is evidence that their budgets are no 

more resilient as a result.  

Those who contact StepChange are taken through a budgeting process which helps us to 

identify how much money they have left after we have taken into account their income and 

essential expenditure. Their remaining budget surplus (or deficit) is how much money they 

have left to pay their debts. The average client in 2016 had only £7 left at the end of any 

given month. This surplus has been quickly evaporating in recent years. Essential costs 

have risen faster than income and the average client budget surplus, that is to say the 

amount of money left in a client's budget after essentials have been covered, in Scotland 

increased marginally from £4.60 in 2010 to just £7 in 2016. With the cost of living set to rise 

more rapidly than wage growth by 2020, the risk of people falling into debt is increasing.  

Average Debt Balance 

Average Debt Balance 
   

  2010 2016 Change '10-'16 
% 

Change 

England £20,390.06 £11,935.05 -£8,455.01 -41% 

Northern Ireland £19,361.53 £16,126.44 -£3,235.09 -17% 

Scotland £17,575.44 £12,889.07 -£4,686.38 -27% 

Wales £19,076.48 £12,270.29 -£6,806.19 -36% 

UK £20,147.77 £12,060.77 -£8,087.00 -40% 

 

A cursory examination of average debt balances tells a positive story overall, levels are 

down 40% across the UK since 2010. However the Scottish average debt balance has 

increased in recent years and when compared to the rest of the UK, is now higher than for 

clients in England and Wales. The overall decrease since 2010 was less steep in Scotland 
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with average debt level down £4,686 a decrease of 27% compared to a decrease of -£8,455 

(41%) in England.  

 

The average debt balance by income band reflects the overall decrease in debt levels, but 

our information shows that debt levels are rising again for clients in several income bands. 

• Overall average debt balances have decreased for all income groups 

• England and Wales have seen larger percentage drops in average debt level 

than Scotland 

• Average debt level in Scotland is increasing in all but one income group 

(£30,000 – £39,999), with concerning increases for the lowest income groups 

• Several income groups are diverging with levels continuing to decrease in 

England and Wales but rising in Scotland. 

Essential Household Costs 

Rent 

The percentage of StepChange clients with rent arrears has increased across the UK since 

2010, in Scotland this increased from 20.4% to 27%. In England over the same period this 

increased from 19.3% to 28.5%.  

This reflects the pressure on budgets as clients struggle to pay essential bills.  

 Average rent arrears have increased from £616 in 2010 to £733 in 2016. Scottish clients are 

now slightly less likely than clients in other parts of the UK to have rent arrears.   
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Mortgages 

In Scotland the amount of mortgage arrears has increased by 31% £3,193. In England 

arrears are up 18% to £3,819 between 2010 and 2016.  Although average mortgage arrears 

are up, the percentage of clients with mortgage arrears is down in Scotland and across the 

UK. In 2010 32.5% of Scottish clients had mortgage arrears and this has decreased to 

27.8% of clients in 2016, the lowest in the UK.  

 

Average council tax arrears have increased substantially, with more and more clients now in 

arrears. In 2016, 36% of clients in Scotland were in council tax arrears compared to 18.7% in 

2010. An early indication of 2017 data shows a further increase to 40.3% and higher 

average arrears of £1,999.   

A higher percentage of Scottish clients are in arrears compared to the rest of the UK. The 

average level of arrears has increased substantially in Scotland by £586.82 between 2010 

and 2016 an increase of 52%, with a further rise of £281.63 (16%) in 2017 Q1-Q3. In 

England, Council tax arrears are up 49% from £633 in 2010 to £944 in 2016. So far in 2017, 

Council Tax arrears in England have risen to £1007 a 7% increase. This demonstrates the 

pressures on budgets as clients struggle to meet priority spending commitments, with 

significantly larger increases in Scotland compared to England. 

 

 

  

Council Tax 

       

  

2010 2016 Changes 2010-16 2017 (Jan-Sep) 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Council 

Tax 
Arrears 

Average 
Council 

Tax 
Arrears 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Council 

Tax 
Arrears 

Average 
Council 

Tax 
Arrears 

% 
Change 
2010-16 

Average 
Council 

Tax 
Arrears 
Change 
2010-16 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Council 

Tax 
Arrears 

Average 
Council 

Tax 
Arrears 

England 16.20% £633.83 33.20% £944.89 +49% +£311.06 35.90% £1,007.03 

Northern Ireland 14.60% £1,030.65 19.80% £1,438.03 +40% +£407.38 18.30% £1,914.47 

Scotland 18.70% £1,130.81 36.00% £1,717.63 +52% +£586.82 40.30% £1,999.26 

Wales 19.20% £581.18 31.00% £895.95 +54% +£314.77 33.40% £874.32 

UK 16.50% £674.30 33.20% £994.54 +47% +£320.24 36.00% £1,077.80 



StepChange Debt Charity Scotland  PSE019 

5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Utilities arrears – electricity and gas – are lower than other key household priority debts and 

have increased at a slower rate. However electricity and gas arrears in 2016 are increasing, 

clients across the UK who contact the charity with arrears in their utilities increasingly owe 

more. 15% of clients across the UK are in Gas arrears to 10% in 2010. Average gas arrears 

have increased since 2010. In Scotland average arrears are lower compared to England 

(£520 in Scotland compared to £560 in England). Scottish gas average gas arrears are up 

by 33% between 2010-2016. In England over the same period this was 34%.  

 

Gas 

        

  

2010 2016 Change 2010-16 2017 (Jan-Sep) 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Gas 

Arrears 

Average 
Gas 

Arrears 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Gas 

Arrears 

Average 
Gas 

Arrears 

% 
Change 
2010-16 

Gas 
Arrears 
changes 
2010-16 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Gas 

Arrears 

Average 
Gas 

Arrears 

England 11.10% £418.16 15.40% £560.33 +34% +£142.17 16.30% £577.07 

Northern 
Ireland 

2.30% £289.55 2.20% £432.67 +49% +£143.12 1.70% £140.57 

Scotland 9.30% £391.16 12.90% £520.33 +33% +£129.17 14.20% £456.28 

Wales 10.80% £347.01 12.60% £497.59 +43% +£150.58 13.40% £492.66 

UK 10.90% £412.85 15.00% £555.37 +35% +£142.52 15.90% £566.15 

Electricity 

       

  

2010 2016 Change 2010-16 2017 (Jan-Sep) 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Electricity 
Arrears 

Average 
Electricity 
Arrears 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Electricity 
Arrears 

Average 
Electricity 
Arrears 

Average 
Electricity 
Arrears 
Change 
2010-16 

% 
Change 
2010-16 

% of 
Clients 

with 
Electricity 
Arrears 

Average 
Electricity 
Arrears 

England 10.40% £469.00 17.30% £682.03 £213.03 45% 20.20% £731.33 

Northern Ireland 3.60% £377.59 2.20% £334.12 -£43.47 -12% 2.20% £535.29 

Scotland 8.50% £448.69 13.10% £708.19 £259.50 58% 15.60% £700.68 

Wales 9.60% £439.25 14.10% £591.19 £151.94 35% 17.00% £635.11 

UK 10.20% £465.97 16.70% £678.47 £212.50 46% 19.50% £725.21 
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 The percentage of clients with electricity arrears across the UK has increased sharply from 

10.2% in 2010 to 16.7% in 2016 with a further significant increase so far in 2017 to 19.5%. In 

Scotland the percentage of clients who have arrears has increased from 8.5% in 2010 to 

13.1% in 2016 and to 15.6% in 2017, a cause for concern. Average electricity arrears are 

higher in Scotland at £708 in 2016 than in England (£682). In 2010 average arrears were 

£448 in Scotland and £469 in England. 

Consumer Credit 

Recent years have seen expanding household arrears – priority expenditure – eating up a 

larger chunk of budgets and this is reflected in the composition of debt for StepChange 

clients.  

Unlike household arrears the prevalence and level of consumer credit has been declining 

over recent years. Consumer credit debts represent an increasingly smaller share of clients’ 

problem debt. Overall the volume of consumer credit debt is down. Average arrears on all 

consumer credit debt types except for catalogue debt fell. The percentage of clients with 

catalogue debt has increased from 32% in 2012 to 39% in 2016. Credit card, personal and 

overdraft debt remain the most common types of debt amongst StepChange clients. 64% of 

clients had credit card debt, 54% overdraft and 46% personal loan debt in 2016. Detailed 

breakdown of consumer credit debts since 2010 can be provided. The average debt balance 

for clients with credit card debt was £7,496 in Scotland and £7,164 in England in 2016.  

Further information on consumer credit debt levels can be provided on request.  

Debt Demographics - Age 

While the average debt balance has decreased between 2010 and 2016, our client 

information indicates that average debt levels are rising for the over 60s and under 25s. 

Average debt remains higher for these age groups in England and Wales than it does in 

Scotland, though this gap is narrowing.  

Under 25s saw their average debt level decrease by £1,588 in England and Wales, and 

£1000 in Scotland, in 2010 the average debt for this age group was £6,023 in England and 

Wales, and £5076 in Scotland. 

Between 2010 and 2016 the average debt level for over 60s declined by £7,463 in England 

and Wales, and £4,115 in Scotland. The average debt level in 2016 for over 60s was 

£16,872 in England and Wales and £14,836 in Scotland. 

Clients aged 25 - 39 in Scotland now have higher average debt level than clients in England 

and Wales, with a slight increase since 2014 after several years of decline. In England and 

Wales the average debt level has decreased by £7,380 and in Scotland by £4,274 between 

2010 and 2016. The Scottish average debt level for this age group was ahead of England 
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and Wales in 2014 and has remained ahead since. The 2016 average debt level is £11,192 

in Scotland and £9,957 in England and Wales.  

Clients aged 40 – 59 have seen average debt levels decrease by £8,834 in England and 

Wales since 2010. In Scotland the decrease has been £4,693.  Average debt levels are now 

higher in Scotland than in England and Wales for this age group following an increase in 

Scotland to £15,666 in 2016.  

Gender 

Average debt levels now sit somewhat higher in Scotland than in England and Wales for 

both genders. Men are more likely across both areas to have higher average debt balances. 

Between 2016 and 2010, average debt levels came down in England and Wales from 

£22,644 to £14,261 for men. In Scotland average debt levels for males decreased from 

£18,606 to £15,382.  Average debt levels decreased faster in England and Wales than in 

Scotland between 2015 for women. Average debt increased for Scottish women in 2016 to 

£11,036 compared to £10,184 in England and Wales.  

Family Composition 

Families with children have a higher average debt level in Scotland than in England and 

Wales. The average debt for couples with children is increasing sharply in Scotland, 

although there has been a decrease in average debt level for single parents in Scotland. 

Between 2010 and 2016, couples with children have seen a decrease in average debt level 

of £5,821 in Scotland and £10,924 in England and Wales. The decrease in average debt 

level for single parents was £3,120 in Scotland and £5,720 in England and Wales.  

Overall average debt levels are down since 2010 for single people and couples without 

children.  

Conclusion  

It is welcome that debt levels are down overall across the UK since 2010. The full picture of 

problem debt in Scotland is less clear cut and there are several factors that are a cause for 

concern.  

Although average debt levels were historically higher in England and Wales across most 

demographics, average debt levels in England and Wales have decreased at a faster rate 

than in Scotland. The demographics of debt show that Scottish average debt levels are now 

slightly higher in England and Wales. Scottish average debt decreased less, and has begun 

to rise again for several groups.  
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Debt composition is shifting towards priority expenditure as evidenced by the increases in 

the percentage of clients with priority arrears, housing costs, Council Tax and utilities. 

Arrears are up, and incomes are not keeping pace with rising prices.  

Scottish average debt levels now sit above levels in England and Wales across several 

demographics, a reversal since 2010. Progress has stalled in Scotland with average levels 

rising or falling at a slower rate compared to England and Wales.  
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