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2 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

Executive summary

Public services play an important role in supporting households’ well-being and their members’
life chances. This is especially true for low- and middle-income households, for whom the in-
kind services received represent a larger share of overall consumption and for whom equivalent

private services may be prohibitively expensive.

Most public service spending in Scotland — including the vast majority of what is spent on
health, education, social care, transport, public order and safety, environmental and rural affairs
and housing — is devolved to the Scottish Government and Scottish local authorities. But some —
such as a significant share of research funding — is reserved to the UK government. Spending on
public services — both devolved and reserved — was 22% higher per person in Scotland than in

England in 202425, while benefit spending was 12% higher per person.

But how is this higher spending allocated across different services? How have these allocations
changed over time? What are the trade-offs between services in future? And how do a range of
headline indicators of public service outcomes vary between Scotland and the rest of Great

Britain?

Key findings

Trends in public service spending

1. Identifiable public spending per person in Scotland in 2024-25 was 18.5% higher
than in England. The gap is bigger for public service spending (22%) than for benefit
spending (12%). However, whereas the gap for benefit spending has grown since
2019-20 (when it was 7%), the gap for public service spending has shrunk over the
last few years (it was 28% in 2019-20). This reflects slower growth in funding for public
services in Scotland in recent years as a result of the ‘Barnett squeeze’.

2. The biggest differences in public service spending are in generally smaller areas
of spending. For example, spending per person on recreation, culture and religion
was 87% higher in Scotland than in England in 2024—-25. Spending per person on
environmental protection was 37% higher and spending on adult social care services
36% higher.
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Public service spending and performance in Scotland

In contrast, the difference for health, the largest area of public spending, is just
2% higher — down from 4% in 2019-20 and 11% in 2010-11. Health spending per
person has increased in Scotland over the last 5 and 15 years, but at a slower rate
than in England and Wales.

Education spending is 24% higher than in England despite children representing
a smaller fraction of the population in Scotland. In 2025-26, school spending per
pupil was about £10,400 in Scotland, which is about 21% or £1,800 higher than in
England. Spending per pupil has grown more in Scotland since 2009-10 (12% in real
terms) than in England (3%) and Wales (10%). School spending includes early
education and childcare spending, which doubled in real terms between 2016-17 and
2022-23 and was a major driver of overall growth in spending in Scotland.

Performance of key Scottish services

5.

Waiting times in the Scottish NHS remain substantially worse than pre-
pandemic, with key elective recovery targets missed. In December 2025, 9.3% of
patients waited over a year for elective treatment, compared with 1.0% pre-pandemic,
despite targets to eliminate such waits in most specialties by 2024 and despite some
recent improvement. A&E waiting times are better in Scotland than in either England or
Wales, though still worse than target and pre-pandemic performance.

Scotland has failed to increase hospital activity above pre-pandemic levels as
planned, despite having 14% more NHS staff than before the pandemic. In both
England and Wales, hospital activity is now above pre-pandemic levels, in part due to
larger increases in hospital staffing than in Scotland. But in all three countries there is
evidence of falls in hospital labour productivity since the start of the pandemic.

Educational performance in Scotland has been declining relative to England as
measured by international PISA tests for 15-year-olds. Scotland historically
outperformed England on these tests, but overall performance in maths, reading and
science has declined since 2012.

Although overall crime victimisation rates have fallen in Scotland and in England
and Wales over the past 15 years — with victimisation now concentrated more among
young people in Scotland — courts remain under significant strain. Court backlogs
are still around twice their pre-pandemic levels, with Scotland seeing a sharp post-
COVID spike followed by a strong but partial recovery over the last three years.
England and Wales instead have seen a steadier but more persistent increase in
backlog and delays, without any recovery yet.
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4 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

9. Inequalities in health and educational performance appear to be larger in
Scotland than in England. Areas with lower average incomes have — on average —
lower life expectancy. This is also true in England and Wales, but the relationship is
somewhat stronger in Scotland. Moreover, areas in Scotland have lower life
expectancy than areas with similar average incomes in England and Wales. School
students from more deprived backgrounds also have lower attainment and school
attendance in Scotland.

Outlook for public service spending

10. A tough outlook for public service spending will make improving public services
challenging for the next Scottish Government. Current policy implies that after
stripping out funding for social care wage increases, health and social care spending is
set to fall in real terms in 2026—27 which, if stuck to, would require heroic
improvements in efficiency to avoid a deterioration in NHS performance. Luckily,
additional UK government funding confirmed since the Scottish Budget may enable in-
year top-ups to health and social care spending without cuts to other services. In
2027-28 and 2028-29, real-terms increases in health and social care resource
spending are planned but, given current forecasts for overall funding, could require
cuts averaging 1.8% a year to spending on other public services, including local
government, policing and justice.

11. Both the current Scottish Government’s approach to budgeting and external
factors mean there are risks to the public service spending outlook. Recent years
have seen the Scottish Government rely on one-off funding sources to pay for new
recurrent spending measures. Pay deals have also been agreed which are
substantially larger than budgeted for, as well as larger than in the rest of the UK. Both
habits will increase the pressure on future budgets. In addition, there is uncertainty
about both future UK government funding and devolved tax revenues. If average
economy-wide earnings in Scotland grow less quickly than in the rest of the UK (rather
than more quickly as current forecasts implicitly assume), a shortfall in income tax
revenues could mean other services facing substantially larger cuts. These cuts could
average 3.9% a year in real terms in 2027-28 and 2028-29, if the next Scottish
Government wanted to protect health and social care spending from the effects of the
revenue downgrade.
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5 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

1. How much is spent on public
services in Scotland?

The Scottish Parliament has responsibility for large parts of public spending, including most
services directly used by households. This includes the NHS, social care services, education,
justice, housing and the police. Responsibility for some areas — such as defence, foreign affairs,
immigration services and most social security benefits — is not devolved and remains with the

UK parliament in Westminster. A fuller list can be found in our online election explainer.

Total public expenditure for and on behalf of Scotland in 202425 was estimated to be

£118 billion, according to the Scottish Government’s Government Expenditure and Revenue
Scotland (GERS) publication (Scottish Government, 2025a). This includes a population share of
some areas of spending, such as overseas aid, defence and debt interest payments, which is

incurred by the UK government on behalf of the whole of the UK, including Scotland.

Total ‘identifiable’ public expenditure in Scotland — that is, spending flowing directly to Scottish
beneficiaries, including both devolved and non-devolved areas — amounted to £86 billion in
2024-25, according to the UK government’s Country and Regional Analysis (CRA) publication
(HM Treasury, 2025). This is equivalent to £89 billion or £16,021 per person in today’s prices —
a figure that is 15.2% higher than the UK average and 18.5% higher than spending per head in
England.? Note this is not the same as Scottish Government funding, which does not include
spending in Scotland by the UK central government. Recent work by IFS researchers has
showed that total Scottish Government funding per person is around 28% higher than what is
provided to UK government departments for spending on comparable functions in England
(Brogaard and Phillips, 2026). This bigger difference reflects the fact that the Scotland—England
gap in spending on devolved public services is much greater than the gap in spending on non-

devolved areas (e.g. most of social security) — an issue to which we will return later.

Figure 1 shows how total identifiable spending per person in each of the four nations of the UK

has evolved since 1999-2000, at the outset of devolution. Figure 2 shows how identifiable

Our explainer on what is devolved to the Scottish Parliament and what is reserved to the UK parliament is at
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/what-devolved-scottish-parliament-and-welsh-senedd.

This and all other real-terms spending figures in this report have been calculated using the GDP deflator series
published on 6 January 2026.
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6 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

spending per person as a share of the UK average has evolved for each of the four nations over

the same period.

Figure 1. Total identifiable expenditure per person (2025-26 prices)
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Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury (2024 and 2025) and Office for National Statistics
(2024a and 2025a).

Figure 2. Total identifiable expenditure per person as a share of the UK average

England —— Scotland —\Wales ——Northern Ireland

S 140%

©

—

g

o 130%

X

D

B 120%

R

©

©

5

£ 100%

[0

o

oy

o 90%

()]

=

2 80%

@ O - N M T U O 0O O AN M JTWOH OO0 —ANMT W

7] 2999999y 99agqqy
O O~ AN MO T LWL O MMOWOO AN MWL OMMNOODOTANOMS
OO O O OO OO0 OO0 O0OO0O0 ™“ ™ ™ ™™™ -T™-™-T+v-Tv™aNOANONNN
0O O O O O O O O O OO OO OO0 O0OO0OO0OO0O OO OO OO o o
~ AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN NN AN AN NN NN N

Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury (2024 and 2025) and Office for National Statistics
(2024a and 2025a).
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7 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

Figure 1 shows that while spending per person has fallen back from its COVID-19 pandemic
peak, identifiable government spending per person in Scotland was 8% higher in real terms in
2024-25 than in both 2019-20 and 2010—11. This is a slower rate of increase than in both
England and Wales since 2019-20 (where growth was 10% per person). But Scotland has seen a
slightly bigger increase than in England since 2010—11 (where the growth has been just under
7% per person).

Figure 2 shows that identifiable spending has long been higher in Scotland than in the UK as a
whole. The gap narrowed during the 2000s (from 18% above the UK average in 1999-2000 to
13% above the UK average in 2010—11) due to both smaller increases in benefit spending and a
former episode of the Barnett squeeze delivering smaller percentage increases in funding for
public services compared with England.® The gap then widened in the 2010s (to 17% above the
UK average in 2019-20) as the Barnett squeeze went into reverse. The gap has subsequently
narrowed a bit again (to 15% above the UK average as of 2024-25).

Scotland stands out in particular for its higher level of capital spending — that is, investment in

buildings, equipment, infrastructure and research — as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Capital and resource identifiable expenditure per person in Scotland as a share of
the UK average
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Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury (2024 and 2025) and Office for National Statistics
(2024a and 2025a).

3 Our explainer on the Barnett formula is at https://ifs.org.uk/articles/barnett-formula.
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8 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

On average, while identifiable resource spending (that is spending on the day-to-day operation of
services) per person has averaged 14% higher than the UK average over the last 10 years, capital
spending per person has averaged 36% higher — although this has also been more volatile on a
year-to-year basis. Part of the higher capital spending since the mid 2010s has been funded via

Scottish Government borrowing — which is repaid using resource funding.

The Scottish Government and Scottish councils are responsible for approximately 70% of all
identifiable expenditure in Scotland — £62 billion out of £89 billion as of 2024-25 (in 2025-26
prices). This includes large majorities of capital expenditure (£9.2 billion out of £11.5 billion, or
80%) and resource expenditure on public services (just under £47 billion out of just under

£49 billion, or 96%). However, they are responsible only for a minority of resource spending on
social security benefits (£6.2 billion out of £28 billion, or 22%), with the UK parliament and
government still responsible for most such spending. The devolution of a range of mostly
disability-related benefits in 2020 and new Scottish benefits such as the Scottish child payment
have increased the share of benefit expenditure that is devolved, though: just 4% of benefit

expenditure was undertaken by the Scottish Government five years earlier in 2019-20.
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9 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

2. How has spending on
different services fared?

Figure 4 provides a breakdown of how the £89 billion of identifiable expenditure in Scotland
was allocated between different services as of 2024-25. The largest component — spending on
non-devolved social security — is outside the purview of the Scottish Government: decisions over
pensioner and working-age benefits are made for the most part by the UK government.
Similarly, most of ‘economic affairs’ spending (e.g. employment policies and science and

technology) is non-devolved.

Identifiable expenditure on health and education are the largest components under Scottish
Government control, with spending of £20.2 billion and £12.2 billion in 2024-25. Increases in
caseloads and new Scottish benefits since parts of benefit spending were devolved in the late

2010s and early 2020s make devolved benefits the third-largest area of devolved spending.

Figure 4. Breakdown of identifiable expenditure in Scotland in 2024-25, by service area
(2025-26 prices)

Social security benefits: reserved [ IIIIEIGGGNGNGNGNGNGNGNNNNNN 22.2
Health I 20.2
Education NGNS 12.2
Social security benefits: devolved I 6.2
Economic affairs: transport [ 4.8
Public order and safety Il 4.0
Social protection: adult social services Hlllll 3.8
Economic affairs: other [l 3.6
Social protection: other [l 2.7
Housing and community amenities [l 2.2
Economic affairs: agriculture, fisheries and forestry 1l 2.2

General public services 1l 2.0 ® Mostly non-devolved
Environmental protection Ml 1.8 ® Mostly devolved
Recreation, culture and religion 1 1.3
0 10 20 30

Spending (£ billion, 2025-26 prices)

Note: ‘Social security benefits: reserved’ is total social security spending in Scotland minus Scottish
Government social security spending. Because it is not possible to precisely identify devolved and non-
devolved expenditure, some items within ‘mostly devolved’ will be reserved matters, and some items within
‘mostly non-devolved’ will in fact be devolved.

Source: HM Treasury, 2025; Department for Work and Pensions, 2025.
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10 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

Table 1. Spending on different service areas in Scotland and England (2025-26 prices)

Total identifiable
expenditure

Health

Education

Adult social
services

Public order and
safety

Transport

Scotland
England
Wales

Scotland
England
Wales

Scotland
England
Wales

Scotland
England
Wales

Scotland
England
Wales

Scotland
England

Wales

£10,320
£8,418
£9,947

£1,897
£1,557
£1,746

£1,625
£1,325
£1,439

£311
£244
£367

£529
£470
£464
£279
£249
£244

£14,768
£12,687
£14,223

£3,089
£2,792
£3,012

£2,182
£2,179
£2,084

£587
£444
£571
£764
£730
£699
£779
£474
£545

£14,832
£12,281
£14,169

£3,223
£3,094
£3,308

£2,178
£1,677
£1,808
£583
£430
£590
£708
£604
£641
£870
£620
£532

£16,021
£13,520
£15,601

£3,644
£3,564
£3,868

£2,191
£1,773
£1,905

£689
£506
£680

£728
£672
£708
£866
£688
£529

18.4%
18.5%
17.6%

15.7%
15.7%
14.5%

3.0%
2.9%
3.7%

5.1%
5.6%
4.7%
2.7%
3.0%
2.4%

20.9%
22.0%
21.2%

14.8%
17.2%
14.7%

4.0%
3.5%
4.0%
5.2%
5.8%
4.9%
5.3%
3.7%
3.8%

21.7%
25.2%
23.3%

14.7%
13.7%
12.8%

3.9%
3.5%
4.2%
4.8%
4.9%
4.5%
5.9%
5.0%
3.8%

22.7%
26.4%
24.8%

13.7%
13.1%
12.2%

4.3%
3.7%
4.4%

4.5%
5.0%
4.5%
5.4%
5.1%
3.4%
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11 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

Environmental
protection

Recreation, culture
and religion

Housing and
community
amenities

Social security

Scotland

England
Wales

Scotland
England
Wales

Scotland
England
Wales

Scotland
England

Wales

£301
£126
£148
£338
£229
£330

£374
£239
£303

£318
£169
£285

£306
£284
£276
£4,648
£4,447
£5,013

£343
£205
£268

£232
£127
£214
£334
£228
£399
£4,497
£4,205
£4,966

£325
£238
£319
£232
£124
£207
£394
£285
£465
£5,123
£4,576
£5,331

2.9%
1.5%
1.5%
3.3%
2.7%
3.3%

2.5%
1.9%
21%

2.2%
1.3%
2.0%

2.6%
2.2%
1.9%
31.5%
35.1%
35.2%

2.3%
1.7%
1.9%

1.6%
1.0%
1.5%

2.9%
1.9%
2.8%
30.3%
34.2%
35.0%

2.0%
1.8%
2.0%

1.4%
0.9%
1.3%

2.5%
2.1%
3.0%
32.0%
33.9%
34.2%

Note: ‘Adult social services’ is defined here as total spending on personal social services, less the family and children and unemployment components. This falls within
the overall ‘social protection’ function. ‘Social security’ is defined as identifiable benefit expenditure (from DWP), plus spending by HMRC on child benefit, personal tax
credit, guardian’s allowance, universal credit, tax-free childcare, Saving Gateway and child trust funds, plus spending by the Scottish Government on social security,

social exclusion, social protection and community justice. This measure of social security spending is not available for 1999-2000. ‘Housing and community amenities’
is defined as identifiable spending on housing and community amenities, less spending on water supply. This measure of spending is also unavailable for 1999-2000.

Not all components of spending are included here, so percentages do not add up to 100%.

Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury (2025), Office for National Statistics (2024a and 2025a) and Department for Work and Pensions (2025).
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12 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

Table 1 provides a detailed breakdown of how spending on various service areas has evolved in
Scotland and England over time. In all of these categories, spending per head is higher in

Scotland than in England, but the gaps differ, as do the trends.

The biggest differences are not for the biggest devolved services (health and education), but
instead for some of the smaller areas of spending. For instance: spending per person on
recreation, culture and religion was 87% higher than in England in 2024-25 (£232 versus £124);
spending per person on environmental protection was 37% higher (£325 versus £238); and
spending per person on adult social care services was 36% higher (£689 versus £506). In

contrast, the difference in spending for health is much lower (2%).

Trends over time also differ between Scotland and England, reflecting different prioritisation by
the Scottish and UK governments. During the period between 2010—11 and 2019-20, spending
per person on housing and community amenities increased by 9% in real terms in Scotland, but
fell 20% in real terms in England. On the other hand, transport spending per person increased by
12% in real terms in Scotland, compared with 31% in England. The 2010s therefore saw the
Scottish Government prioritise housing relatively more and transport relatively less than the UK

government did.

Since 201920, as spending growth has slowed in Scotland relative to England, most areas of
spending have increased by less in Scotland than in England: this is true of health, education,
public order and safety, transport, environmental protection, and housing and community
amenities. The exceptions are: adult social care, where spending per person in Scotland has
increased at a similar rate to England (18% in real terms); recreation, culture and leisure, where
spending per person in Scotland was the same in real terms in 2024-25 as in 2019-20 but it had
fallen slightly in England (—2%); and social security benefits, where spending per person
increased by 14% in real terms between 2019-20 and 202425 in Scotland, compared with 9%
in England.

Table 1 also shows that spending per person has been consistently higher in Scotland than in
Wales over the past 25 years. In 202425, it was 2.7% higher, overall. While overall allocations
across services are broadly similar, there are some differences. Education represents a larger
share of spending in Scotland than in Wales — 13.7% (£2,191 per person), compared with 12.2%
£1,905 per person). In contrast, health represents a larger share of spending in Wales: 24.8%
(£3,868 per person), compared with 22.7% (£3,644 per person) in Scotland.

As with England, the gap between spending in Scotland and Wales has narrowed recently —
spending per person in Scotland was 4.7% higher than in Wales in 2019-20. This reflects the

slower real-terms growth in spending seen in Scotland (8.0%) versus Wales (10.1%) over this
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13 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

period. As with England, the pattern is evident across most services, including health (up 13.1%

in Scotland versus 16.9% in Wales) and education (up 0.6% in Scotland versus 5.4% in Wales).

Figure 5 shows how overall identifiable spending, spending on public services and spending on
social security benefits in Scotland compares with England for three years — 2010-11, 2019-20
and 2024-25. The blue bars show that overall identifiable spending increased during the 2010s
(from 16.4% higher than in England to 20.8% higher), with around half of the increase then
undone between 2019-20 and 202425 (when spending was 18.5% higher than in England).

Figure 5. Relative spending gap between Scotland and England, selected years
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Note: ‘Public services’ is total spending excluding spending on both reserved and devolved social security.

Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury (2024 and 2025), Office for National Statistics (2024a)
and Department for Work and Pensions (2025).

The green bars show that the biggest driver of this trend has been changes in public service
spending relative to England — which, like overall spending, increased relative to England during
the 2010s before falling back from 2019-20. The main reason for this is set out in our previous
election briefing on Scottish Government funding (Brogaard and Phillips, 2026): the operation
of the Barnett formula, which determines changes in UK government funding for the Scottish
Government. During the 2010s, spending was being reduced UK-wide, Scotland’s population
was growing less quickly than that of England and, for part of that period, an error in the Barnett
formula insulated Scotland from cuts to local government funding in England. Thus Scotland
saw smaller cuts in funding for public services than England — leading spending to rise relative
to England. Since 2019-20 — when the aforementioned error has been fixed, overall spending

has increased substantially and population growth rates have differed less — the so-called
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14 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

‘Barnett squeeze’ has instead come to the fore.* This is because (before considering population
growth) the Barnett formula provides the same cash-per-person change in funding for the
Scottish Government as is planned for England. But this is a smaller percentage change in

funding in Scotland given higher initial levels of funding (and spending) per person.

By contrast, the purple bars show that the spending gap in social security has widened over time
— and particularly since 2019-20. This reflects both Scottish Government policy (including new
benefits such as the Scottish child payment) and the impact of changes in the composition of

benefit spending (rapid growth in disability benefit spending, for example, which has long been

relatively higher in Scotland than in England due to higher claimant numbers).

Trends in health and education spending

Figure 6 looks in more detail at trends in health and education spending in both Scotland and
England — with real-terms spending normalised to 100 in each country and for each service in

2010-11 for ease of comparison.

Figure 6. Health and education spending per person, Scotland and England (real terms,
2010-11 =100)
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Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury (2025), Office for National Statistics (2024a and
2025a) and Department for Work and Pensions (2025).

4 See our explainer on the Barnett formula at https://ifs.org.uk/articles/barnett-formula.
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Figure 7. Difference between real-terms health spending per person in Scotland and England
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Note: A positive figure indicates that spending per person was higher in Scotland than in England.

Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury (2025), Office for National Statistics (2024a and
2025a) and Department for Work and Pensions (2025).

It shows that reported health spending per person has increased by less in Scotland over the last
15 years than in England: 18% in real terms per person, compared with 28%. As a result, Figure
7 shows that health spending per person fell from 11% higher than in England in 2010-11 to 4%
higher in 2019-20 and just 2% higher by 2024-25.5

The picture for education spending is somewhat different, with spending per person in Scotland
0.4% higher in real terms in 202425 than in 201011, but 19% lower in England. This differential
trend opened up in the 2010s, reflecting a range of factors. These include the Scottish
Government’s policy of free university tuition and, as we shall see below, significant increases in
both Scottish school spending per pupil and early years spending in the late 2010s and first years of
the 2020s. In contrast, in England, university fees were increased and direct government funding
reduced from 2012, and school spending per pupil fell until 2019-20.° The gap has now started to
narrow, with English education spending per person up 7% in real terms between 2020-21 and

2024-25 — a period during which education spending per person has fallen by 3% in Scotland.

As we highlighted in our 2021 Scottish election analysis (Farquharson, Phillips and Zaranko, 2021), this
convergence in reported health spending towards English levels contrasts with the allocations set out in Scottish
Budget documentation — which show much less of a convergence (especially during the second half of the 2010s).
As then, given interest in differences in spending trends between Scotland and England, we think the Scottish and
UK governments should look to reconcile the differences between these different data sources.

Because a proportion of the loans provided to students to cover the up-front cost of their fees will be written off,
the long-run reduction in spending will be smaller than the figures for England suggest. But government spending
on higher education will still be lower than in Scotland.
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School spending per pupil

In Figure 8, we show the levels of school spending per pupil across Scotland, England and
Wales. To ensure full comparability across the three nations, these figures also include early
years expenditure on pupils aged 3—4 and school sixth form funding for pupils aged 16—-18. All
figures are shown as spending per full-time-equivalent pupil. Figures also include temporary,
additional funding during and immediately after the COVID-19 pandemic to support schools and

pupils with education recovery. All figures are shown in 2025-26 prices.

School spending per pupil in Scotland has risen significantly over the last 15 years. In 2025-26,
spending per pupil is expected to be £10,400 in Scotland, about 12% higher in real terms than in
2009-10, when it stood at around £9,300 per pupil. This exceeds the growth over time in both
England (3%) and Wales (10%).

Spending per pupil in Scotland has long been higher than in England and Wales, but the rapid
growth in spending over time in Scotland means that this gap has grown. Around 2010, school
spending per pupil was about 12% or £1,000 higher in Scotland than in England. By 2025-26,
school spending per pupil was 21% or £1,800 higher in Scotland than in England.

The growth in spending has not been even over time in Scotland. Between 2009—10 and 2016—
17, school spending per pupil fell by 5% in real terms in Scotland, about the same as the fall in
Wales (5%), but less than the fall in England (7%). This real-terms cut was more than reversed
by a 10% real-terms rise in Scotland between 2016—17 and 2019-20, during which time
spending per pupil either fell or stagnated in England and Wales. This higher growth in Scotland
reflected large teacher pay awards (such as the 7% pay award in 2019) and extra funding for the

expansion of early learning and childcare (discussed further below).

Since 201920, the growth in school spending per pupil has been lower in Scotland than in
England and Wales. Between 2019-20 and 2025-26, school spending per pupil rose by 7% in
real terms in Scotland, compared with 14% in England and Wales. However, about two-thirds of
the growth in school funding in England can be explained by rapid growth since 2022-23. Over
the last three years in Scotland, school spending per pupil has been largely constant in real
terms. Furthermore, about half of the overall growth in school funding in England can be
attributed to growth in funding for special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), which
grew by 54% in real terms between 2019-20 and 2025-26. In Scotland, spending on additional
support needs (ASN) — a broadly but not fully equivalent category — grew by 22% in real terms

over the same period.
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Figure 8. School spending per pupil aged 3—-18 across Scotland, England and Wales (2025-
26 prices)
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Source: Total school spending for Scotland is based on net revenue spending on early learning and
childcare, schools and all education-related specific grants from central government. These figures
were kindly supplied by the Scottish Government on a consistent basis from the underlying data for the
Scottish ‘Local government finance statistics’ for 2009-10 to 2019-20
(https://www.gov.scot/collections/local-government-finance-statistics/). Figures for net revenue
expenditure on schools and education specific grants for later years were taken from ‘Scottish local
government finance statistics’ for 2020—21, 2021-22, 2022-23, 2023-24 and 2024—-25. Net revenue
expenditure on schools in 2025-26 is taken from https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-government-
2024-25-provisional-outturn-and-2025-26-budget-estimates/. Ring-fenced specific grants for 2025-26
are based on https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-government-finance-circular-1-2025-settlement-
for-2025-t0-2026/. HM Treasury, GDP deflators, December 2025 update
(https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/gdp-deflators-at-market-prices-and-money-gdp-december-
2025-quarterly-national-accounts). Full-time-equivalent pupil numbers in Scotland calculated as the
sum of pupils in state-funded schools and early education centres
(https://www.gov.scot/collections/school-education-statistics/). Spending per pupil in England is taken
from Farquharson et al. (2026). For consistency with figures for Scotland, we include early years
spending, grants to cover higher employer contributions to teachers’ pensions in England and COVID-
related grants for 2020, 2021 and 2022. COVID-related spending for England is taken from
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/department-for-education-consolidated-annual-report-and-
accounts-2021-t0-2022 and school funding statistics for 2022—-23 (https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-funding-statistics/2022-23). Spending for Wales is taken
from education out-turn statistics (https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Local-
Government/Finance/Revenue/Education) up to 2023-24 and from budgeted expenditure
(https://www.gov.wales/local-authority-budgeted-expenditure-schools-april-2025-march-2026-html). For
2024-25, we also add grants of £60.7 million for teacher pensions
(https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2024-10/1st-supplementary-budget-2024-2025-
note.pdf) and £18.1 million for teacher pay
(https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s156757/Paper%201%20-%20Welsh%20Government.pdf).
Pupil numbers for Wales are taken from Welsh schools’ census results, 2025 and earlier years
(https://www.gov.wales/schools-census-results).
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As shown in Figure 9, higher levels of school spending per pupil in Scotland are partly reflected
in lower pupil:teacher ratios. As of 202425, the pupil:teacher ratio was 13.3 in Scotland,
compared with 18 in England and nearly 19 in Wales. Whilst not a direct measure, this will
likely equate into lower class sizes in Scotland. The differences between Scotland as compared
with England and Wales have been relatively constant over the last 15 years, with a very slight

rise in pupil:teacher ratios across all three nations.
Figure 9. Pupil:teacher ratios across Scotland, England and Wales
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Source: Department for Education, education and training statistics for the UK, 2025 and 2016
(https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-and-training-statistics-for-
the-uk/2025 and https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/education-and-training-statistics-for-the-uk-
2016). Figures relate to all publicly funded schools in each nation. For 2015-16 and earlier, figures are
backcast based on trends for all schools.

These lower pupil:teacher ratios in Scotland can be seen since at least the 1990s (Sibieta and
Jerrim, 2021). This could be a partial explanation for Scotland’s higher historical performance in
international tests in maths, science and reading (see Section 3). However, it also makes
Scotland’s declining educational performance over the last 15 years more surprising, and

potentially less likely to be connected to resources and spending.

One driver of the higher growth in school spending per pupil over time in Scotland has been the
rapid expansion of spending on early learning and childcare. To illustrate this, Figure 10 shows
early years and pre-primary education spending across Scotland and England (it is not possible
to show this for Wales given the way maintained nurseries in primary schools are funded).
Figure are shown relative to 201617, just before expanded entitlements came into force across

both nations.
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Figure 10. Early years and pre-primary education in England (3- and 4-year-olds) and
Scotland (2- to 4-year-olds) relative to 2016-17

—— Scotland England
220

200
180
160
140
120 J
100
80 \\___/

60

2016-17 =100

2009-10
2010-11
2011-12
2012-13
2013-14
2014-15
2015-16
2016-17
2017-18
2018-19
2019-20
2020-21
2021-22
2022-23
2023-24
2024-25
2025-26

Source: As for Figure 8.

In England, the universal entitlement to free early education and childcare for 3- and 4-year-olds
stands at 15 hours per week during term time. In 2017, this was expanded to 30 hours for
children with working parents. As a result, total spending on the early years for 3- and 4-year-
olds rose by about one-third in real terms between 2016—17 and 2018-19, and has remained
around that level through to 2025-26. From 2024, the entitlement was gradually expanded to
cover children aged 9 months and over in working families. Spending on this expanded

entitlement is not included in Figures 8 and 10.

In Scotland, the statutory entitlement to early learning and childcare for 3- and 4-year-olds
expanded from 600 hours per year (or about 16 hours per week during term time) up to 1,140
hours per year (or about 30 hours per week during term time). In contrast to England, it covers
all 3- and 4-year-olds (as well as some 2-year-olds). Partly as a result, spending has gone up
much faster than in England. Spending actually began to rise rapidly after 2018—19 as local
authorities gradually started to expand childcare offers in preparation for the change in statutory
entitlement. Indeed, between 2016—17 and 2022-23, spending on early education and childcare
doubled in real terms (from £540 million in 201617 to £1,090 million in 2022-23, all in 2025—
26 prices).
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3. How have public services
performed?

The previous section showed that in virtually all areas of government, per-person spending is
higher in Scotland than in England. In part, this reflects long-standing different patterns of need.
For instance, the Scottish population is, on average, in worse health than the English population,
so we would expect health spending per person to be higher in Scotland than in England. The
population is also more sparsely populated, which might increase the cost of delivering some
services and the transport infrastructure needed to link up communities. But part of the
difference reflects policy choices, and decisions taken by the devolved administration over how

those services should be organised and operated.

Differences in how services are operated and how performance is measured mean it is not
feasible to do a comprehensive comparison of how things are faring in Scotland and the rest of
the UK. But we can look at how performance has changed over time in Scotland and compare
some headline figures with England and Wales. We do this for the NHS and the school and

justice systems.

Health and NHS performance

The NHS is the largest single public service in Scotland. The Scottish Government has had
many ambitions to improve NHS performance after the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic,
and to more broadly improve population health and well-being (e.g. Scottish Government, 2022,
2024 and 2025Db). In this subsection, we first examine health outcomes in Scotland, with a
particular focus on life expectancy. In doing so, it is important to note that many factors outside
both the healthcare system and the wider public sector affect life expectancy and health,
including living standards and conditions, and lifestyle choices and behaviours. We then look
more specifically at the healthcare system, and examine recent trends in NHS staffing, activity,
productivity and performance in Scotland. Throughout, we compare how health and NHS
performance in Scotland compares with England and Wales. We do not consider social care in
this report, though it is worth noting that there are substantial differences in how social care is

funded and organised between Scotland, England and Wales.
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Health outcomes

One important measure of health outcomes is life expectancy at birth. This takes into account
mortality rates at all ages, and so is a comprehensive, if crude, measure of overall population
health. Last year, the Scottish Government placed improving life expectancies at the centre of its
Population Health Framework for 2025-35, after evidence suggested that life expectancy in

Scotland ranks amongst the lowest in Western Europe (Scottish Government, 2025c¢).

Life expectancies have long varied significantly within the UK. Figure 11 shows that life
expectancies in Scotland have consistently been lower than in England and Wales over the last
40 years, for both men and women. In the most recent years of data (2022—24), for example,
women born in Scotland could expect to live for 81.0 years, compared with 82.2 years in Wales

and 83.3 years in England.

Figure 11. Life expectancy at birth in England, Scotland and Wales, 1980-82 to 2022-24
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Source: Office for National Statistics, 2025b.

Life expectancies increased at a steady rate in Scotland between the 1980s and the start of the
2010s. This was at a similar rate to those in England and Wales, leaving differences in life
expectancy between the nations relatively similar over time. However, all three nations have
seen little change to life expectancies since the early 2010s. Some evidence suggests that
‘healthy life expectancy’ — the number of years people are estimated to spend in good health —
has even fallen during this period, with Scotland again ranking below other countries in the UK

on this measure (National Records of Scotland, 2025).
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Some of these differences can be explained by variation in wider living standards across the UK.
Figure 12 shows the average life expectancy and median income in each parliamentary
constituency in England, Scotland and Wales in 2023. It illustrates the extent of variation in life
expectancy across areas in Scotland. Constituencies in Glasgow have some of the lowest life
expectancies in Great Britain. Glasgow North East, for example, has a life expectancy at birth of
74.2, while Glasgow North has a life expectancy of 75.9. At the other end in Scotland are areas
such as East Renfrewshire and West Aberdeenshire & Kincardine, which have life expectancy of

83.5 and 82.7 years, respectively.

Figure 12. Life expectancy and median income in England, Scotland and Wales, 2023
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Source: HMRC, 2024; Office for National Statistics, 2025b.

The figure suggests that two factors are driving Scotland’s lower average life expectancy than
those in England and Wales. First, across Great Britain, areas with lower income tend to have
lower life expectancy. Areas in Scotland on average have lower income than areas in England,
which therefore partly explains their lower life expectancy. This is also true for Wales, where

average income is also lower than in England.

Second, for areas with the same median income, areas in Scotland tend to have lower life
expectancy than areas in either England or Wales (the blue line lies below the yellow and red
lines). At the extremes, for example, Glasgow North and Outer York have very similar median

incomes, at around £29,000 per year, but life expectancies are around 8 years longer in Outer
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York (83.5 years) than in Glasgow North (75.9 years). Conversely, there is no such gap between

England and Wales (the yellow and red lines are very similar).

Moreover, the relationship between median incomes and life expectancy (the blue line) is also
steeper in Scotland than in England or Wales. This means that differences in income are more
strongly associated with gaps in life expectancies in Scotland than elsewhere in Great Britain,

suggesting there are wider health inequalities by average income across areas.

Life expectancy is therefore worse in Scotland than in England and Wales, and there is also
some suggestive evidence of wider inequalities by income across areas. The Scottish
Government aims both to increase overall life expectancy in Scotland over time and to reduce
these inequalities between places. In particular, it has set the target to reduce the gap in life
expectancy between the most deprived 20% of local areas and the national average by 2035
(Scottish Government, 2025d).

There are many other measures of health outcomes, such as quality of life. Healthy life
expectancy measures the number of years people are expected to spend in good health. Data for
2022-24 suggest that male healthy life expectancy is lower in Scotland than in England and
similar to that in Wales. Female healthy life expectancy is also lower in Scotland than in
England, but somewhat higher than in Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2026). At the 2022
Scottish Census, 6.8% of respondents reported ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ health, compared with 5.4%
in comparable figures for England and Wales (Scotland’s Census, 2025). Wider risk factors,
such as smoking and obesity rates, tend to be slightly higher in Scotland than in the rest of Great
Britain (Health Foundation, 2025). There is evidence that alcohol-related and drug-related deaths
are higher in Scotland than in England and Wales (Walsh et al., 2021) and that Glasgow sees
higher excess mortality than similar post-industrial English cities, particularly for men
(Schofield et al., 2021). Recent survey evidence, however, suggests self-reported well-being may
be higher in Scotland (Carnegie UK, 2025).

Taken together, these findings suggest that health outcomes are broadly worse in Scotland than
elsewhere in Great Britain, in ways not fully explained by wider differences in incomes and
living standards. Many of these differences are long-standing — life expectancies have been
consistently lower in Scotland since before devolution, for example. These differences are also

likely driven by many factors, not all of which are directly in the reach of public policy.

NHS performance

We next examine how the NHS is performing in Scotland. Waiting times for treatment have shot
up since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic across the UK, and the Scottish Government — like
those in England and Wales — has put a major emphasis on reducing waiting times. We therefore

start by examining how waiting times have changed in Scotland and how they compare with
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those in England and Wales. Waiting times are an important measure of how well each NHS is
performing, capturing how easy it is for patients to access the care they need. Importantly,

though, they do not directly measure the quality of care that is provided.

Figure 13 shows one measure of waiting times for pre-planned (elective) NHS activity in
Scotland: the share of patients who are waiting more than a year for treatment since being
referred. Prior to the start of the pandemic, very few patients waited more than a year for
treatment in Scotland — in December 2019, 1.0% of patients were waiting more than a year. This
shot up during the pandemic, before falling in 2021, rising between 2022 and 2024 and then
starting to fall in 2025.7 But in the latest data, for December 2025, 9.3% of patients were still
waiting more than a year — more than nine times higher than pre-pandemic. Since the total
waiting list for treatment is also much higher than pre-pandemic, the total number of people

waiting more than a year is even higher.

Figure 13. Share of patients waiting over a year from referral for elective treatment in
Scotland
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Note: Data are for waiting for a first outpatient appointment or for admission for treatment as an inpatient or
day case after referral.

Source: Public Health Scotland, 2026a.

While there has been some recent improvement in these waiting times, this has been much
slower than the Scottish Government planned. In July 2022, for example, it set out a plan to
eliminate waits longer than a year by March 2023 for outpatient appointments for most
specialties, and by September 2024 for inpatient activity for most specialties (Scottish

Government, 2022). These goals are far from having been achieved. The latest Scottish

7 Some, but not all, of the fall in 52-week waits in the second half of 2025 can be attributed to the change in
methodology implemented for these statistics in July 2025. For further details, see Public Health Scotland’s impact
assessment of these changes (Public Health Scotland, 2025).
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Government plan aims to eliminate waits longer than a year for new outpatient appointments and
hospital treatment by March 2026 (Scottish Government, 2025¢).

Figure 14 shows performance elsewhere in the UK, with the yellow line showing the share of
patients waiting more than a year for pre-planned activity in England, and the red line showing
the share for Wales. It is difficult to directly compare pre-planned waiting times in Scotland with
those in England and Wales because of differences in measurement and organisation.® Direct
comparisons in the share of patients waiting more than a year should therefore be made

cautiously, though the trend in each country is still informative.

Figure 14. Share of patients waiting over a year from referral for elective treatment in
England and Wales
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Note: Figures in England and Wales are for waiting for a completed elective pathway (which may end with
an inpatient admission or outpatient appointment) after referral.

Source: StatsWales, 2026a; NHS England, 2026a.

The figures show that elective waiting times in the Scottish NHS have followed a similar pattern to
that in Wales and England — a large increase in long elective waits since the start of the pandemic.
England, however, appears to have had a much smaller spike in long waits, and has managed to
consistently reduce the number waiting more than a year — with the share waiting more than a year
standing at 1.9% in December 2025. Wales had a much larger spike during the pandemic than
England, and has made much more limited progress than either England or Scotland — the share
waiting more than a year stood at 19.3% in December 2025. Both the English and Welsh
governments also set targets to eliminate waits of more than a year and, as in Scotland, these

targets have already been missed (although England has made most progress towards the goal).

8 See Office for National Statistics (2024b) for more discussion of this.
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Figure 15. Share of patients waiting less than four hours to be admitted, transferred or
discharged in major A&E departments
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Departments (Scotland), as recommended for comparability by the Office for National Statistics (2024c).

Source: StatsWales, 2026b; NHS England, 2026b; Public Health Scotland, 2026b.

Figure 15 repeats this analysis with a key measure of waiting times for emergency care — the
share of patients waiting less than four hours to be treated in major A&E departments. Pre-
pandemic, Scotland had substantially better performance than either England or Wales, with
83.5% of patients waiting less than four hours in A&E in December 2019, compared with 68.6%
in England and 65.3% in Wales. While performance has worsened in all three countries since the
start of the pandemic, it remains the best in Scotland, with 62.9% waiting less than four hours in
December 2025, the latest data we have for all three countries, compared with 59.6% in England
and 52.7% in Wales.

A&E performance in Scotland is therefore poor relative to pre-pandemic performance, and poor
relative to the target that 95% should be seen within four hours. But A&Es are still performing

better in Scotland than in either England or Wales.

Here we have only focused on two key measures of waiting times, but the Scottish Government
has further targets for other areas such as cancer and mental health services. In its recent analysis
of NHS performance in Scotland, Audit Scotland reported that the Scottish NHS was only
meeting three of the eight key waiting times standards and that performance against five of the
targets had got worse between June 2024 and June 2025 (Audit Scotland, 2025).
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Taken together, elective waiting time performance has improved recently. But waiting times are
consistently worse in Scotland than pre-pandemic and often far below the Scottish
Government’s targets for recovery. That is also true in England and Wales. Waits in A&E
departments in Scotland — an area that is easier to compare — are shorter than in both England
and Wales.

NHS hospital activity and staffing

We next turn to examine hospital activity, i.e. the number of patients receiving treatment in NHS
hospitals in Scotland. Panel a of Figure 16 shows hospital activity in Scotland over time relative
to the level in July to September 2019. Hospital activity fell at the beginning of the pandemic,
and then has gradually increased over time. What is striking, however, is that hospital activity in
Scotland has never once reached or exceeded its pre-pandemic level. More than five years after
the start of the pandemic, hospitals in Scotland are still treating fewer patients than pre-
pandemic. In the latest available data, for July to September 2025, hospitals delivered 4% fewer
hospital admissions (emergency and pre-planned) and 5% fewer outpatient appointments than in
July to September 2019. Some areas of hospital activity have seen increases above pre-pandemic
levels, such as the number of day-case hospital admissions (3% above pre-pandemic levels). But
given total hospital activity is below pre-pandemic levels, other areas of hospital admissions are

correspondingly even further below pre-pandemic levels.

This persistent fall in hospital activity has taken place despite an aim of increasing activity. In its
2021 NHS Recovery Plan, the Scottish Government set out plans to increase elective hospital
activity by 20% above pre-pandemic levels by 2025-26 (Scottish Government, 2021). It also set
out plans to increase outpatient activity. It is true that the Scottish Government also intended to
remove the need for some outpatient activity through redesigning care pathways. For example, it
aimed to free up 210,000 ‘unnecessary’ outpatient appointments in 2024-25 (Scottish
Government, 2024). Nonetheless, the Scottish Government still planned to increase the total
number of outpatient appointments delivered above pre-pandemic levels, which has not
occurred. More recently, the Scottish Government has set out plans to deliver more than 150,000
extra appointments and procedures in 2025-26 relative to 2024-25 (Scottish Government,
2025e). While increases in hospital activity are not always unambiguously good, higher hospital

activity would have likely helped reduce waiting times for pre-planned care in Scotland.

Panel b of Figure 16 shows that England and Wales have both done much better at increasing
hospital activity above pre-pandemic levels. In July to September 2025, England delivered 6.7%
more hospital admissions and 18.9% more outpatient appointments than in July to September
2019, while Wales delivered 0.9% and 23.1% more respectively. Both countries also have plans
to reduce ‘unnecessary’ outpatient appointments, as in Scotland, but have still managed to

increase hospital activity above pre-pandemic levels.
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Figure 16. Changes to hospital activity, relative to 2019 Q3
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Source: Digital Health and Care Wales, 2026; NHS England, 2026¢; Public Health Scotland, 2026¢.
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Figure 17. Changes to staffing and hospital activity, April to September 2025 versus April to
September 2019
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Source: StatsWales, 2026c¢; Digital Health and Care Wales, 2026; NHS England, 2026¢c and 2026d;
Public Health Scotland, 2026¢; TURAS Data Intelligence, 2025.

What explains the worse performance of hospital activity in Scotland? As discussed in Section 2,
health spending in Scotland has increased substantially in real terms since the start of the
pandemic. We would therefore expect hospitals to be delivering more activity. Figure 17 shows
how NHS staffing in Scotland has changed, as well as hospital activity. Since the start of the
pandemic, Scotland has substantially increased NHS staffing: in April to September 2025, the
Scottish NHS had on average 14% more staff than in the same period in 2019.

The NHS in Scotland therefore has more staff and more money than pre-pandemic. But as the
remaining bars of Figure 17 show, hospitals are still treating fewer patients than pre-pandemic.
This raises the possibility that labour productivity — the number of patients each staff member

can treat — has fallen substantially in the Scottish NHS, something we turn to shortly.

Figure 17 also shows changes to staffing and hospital activity in England and Wales. Both
countries have increased their NHS staffing by much more than Scotland — by 25% in England
and 24% in Wales. This is likely one reason why hospital activity has increased by more than in
Scotland. Nonetheless, as in Scotland, this increase in staffing in England and Wales has not
been matched by a commensurate increase in hospital activity, suggesting there may have been a

fall in labour productivity in all three healthcare systems since the start of the pandemic.
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This analysis is simple, and does not take into account any change in the mix of activity that
hospitals are providing, any change in the severity of patients’ conditions or differences in
growth rates of different staff groups. Scotland — like Wales, but unlike England — lacks detailed
estimates and analysis of NHS productivity. That makes it difficult to precisely characterise how
healthcare productivity has changed in Scotland. But given the increases in staffing and funding,
combined with hospital activity remaining below pre-pandemic levels, it is very likely that
hospital productivity remains lower than pre-pandemic. Indeed, this simple analysis for England
matches the qualitative pattern of more advanced analysis, which also finds hospital productivity
is lower than pre-pandemic (e.g. NHS England, 2024 and 2026¢).

Perhaps in response to these productivity challenges, the Scottish Government has made
improvements to NHS productivity a key focus of its recent Budget. As recently discussed by
Boileau, Brogaard and Phillips (2026), the Scottish Government has set out plans to make 3%
efficiency savings per year from health boards between 2025-26 and 2028-29. These are much
larger than recent savings of 1.3% in 2023-24 and 2.2% in 202425 (Audit Scotland, 2025).
Improving hospital productivity will be one way to deliver these efficiency savings, but they

may also be delivered by further holding back growth in hospital activity.

Conclusion

In common with the rest of the UK, performance in the Scottish NHS remains worse than pre-
pandemic. There has been some recent improvement in elective waiting times, yet many
performance measures have improved far more slowly than anticipated, and almost all targets set
out in recovery plans have been missed. Other nations in the UK have faced similar challenges,
and Scotland has better A&E performance than either England or Wales. But Scotland —
uniquely — has still not recovered its levels of hospital activity to pre-pandemic levels, despite
sustained increases in funding and staffing (albeit somewhat smaller than in England and
Wales).

School performance

Even before devolution, Scotland has long had a different education system from the rest of the
UK, including a slightly later school-starting age (children start school aged 4'2—5%: in Scotland
as compared with aged 4-5 in England and Wales) and different exams at the end of school
(currently National 4/5s at ages 15—16 and Highers and Advanced Highers at ages 16—18). Since
devolution, school policies and institutions have gradually further diverged across the UK
(Sibieta and Jerrim, 2021).

In both Scotland and Wales, councils continue to play a significant role in school funding and
spending. This contrasts with England, where schools (particularly academies) have more

autonomy.
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In 2010, Scotland also adopted the ‘Curriculum for Excellence’, which emphasises cross-cutting
areas of learning and gives significant discretion to schools and teachers to shape the precise
curriculum. Policymakers in Wales and Northern Ireland have taken a similar approach. In
contrast, schools in England must follow the National Curriculum, which has maintained
traditional subjects and provides specific guidance on the minimum amount of material expected

to be covered at each stage.

Given the differences in the education systems and standardised testing regimes, it is difficult to
compare educational performance across the nations. We therefore use data from the Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA), which provide a useful tool for comparing
educational performance across countries. PISA assesses a broadly representative selection of
15-year-old pupils across a wide range of countries on a range of areas including maths, science

and reading ability. It aims to test students on what they should be expected to know at their age.

Figure 18 shows that PISA scores suggest that educational performance in Scotland has declined
over time. In the 2000s, overall scores in Scotland were relatively high and above the average
across OECD countries. Since around 2012, there has been a significant decline in PISA scores.
While Scotland generally outperformed England and Wales on PISA scores over the 2000s, the
steady decline since 2012 means Scotland now scores below England (but still above Wales).
This trend of declining performance in Scotland relative to England is seen in both the maths
and science domains of PISA scores, although performance has remained much more stable for

reading.

Figure 18. Average PISA performance by nation
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Note: Average is from authors’ calculations based on subject score in maths, reading and science.

Source: Programme for International Student Assessment, 2022.
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Figure 19. Percentage of school leavers in Scotland with different qualification levels over

time
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PISA scores provide the most consistent measures of skills across time and nations over time.
However, it is also instructive to examine the qualifications of Scottish school leavers over time
(see Figure 19). Following a rise in the qualification levels of school leavers up to 2014—15, we
see a broad picture of no significant net change in the qualifications of school leavers over the
last decade (with the exception of changes during the pandemic). The share of school leavers
with National 5 qualifications (broadly equivalent to GCSEs in the rest of the UK) has risen very
slightly over the last decade, from 25% of school leavers in 2014—15 to 26% in 2024-25.
However, the share with lower-level qualifications (below National 5) has also risen, from 15%
in 2014-15 to 16% in 2024-25. Looking at higher qualification levels, the share of school
leavers with Highers (broadly equivalent to A levels) has fallen from 41% in 2014—15 to 39% in
2024-25. However, the share with Advanced Highers has risen from 19% to 20% over the same
period. As a result, we see slightly higher levels of low performance and very high performance,

with slightly lower levels in the middle of the distribution.

There is also interest in how pupils from different socio-economic statuses perform within each
nation. Figure 20 shows the average PISA score by quintiles of PISA’s index of economic,
social and cultural status (ESCS). Importantly, these quintiles are constructed within each nation
rather than for the UK as a whole, and so each quintile does not represent pupils of the same

socio-economic status for each nation. For 2022, we can see that the socio-economic gradient for
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Scotland was marginally steeper than that of England, consistent with slightly greater inequality
in educational performance in Scotland. This is a change from the last set of PISA results in
2018 where socio-economic gradients were more similar between the two nations (Lester,
McKendrick and Sibieta, 2023). This gradient was also steeper for Scotland in 2022 than in
previous years (although scores and quintiles are not perfectly comparable across years), perhaps
representing a slight increase in educational inequality up to 2022. This contrasts with official
Scottish statistics, which suggest a slight narrowing of inequalities over time (Scottish
Government, 2025f). As PISA is based on an individual-level measure of socio-economic status,
it may be a more reliable measure than the neighbourhood-level measures used in official
Scottish statistics (Paterson, 2025).

Figure 20. Average PISA score by socio-economic quintile and nation, 2022
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School attendance

England, Scotland and Wales have all faced similar challenges around a rise in pupil absence
since the COVID-19 pandemic. Figure 21 shows the overall pupil absence rate (percentage of
half-day sessions missed) for each nation over time. Prior to 2020, all three nations saw
generally stable absence rates, with absences consistently higher in Scotland and Wales than in
England. Since the full return to in-person schooling following the pandemic, all three nations
have seen significantly higher levels of pupil absence: pupils now miss an average of 9% of
sessions in Scotland, relative to around 7% pre-pandemic. More recent years have seen a decline
from the peak around 2023, but so far this decline has been slow and largely due to falling rates
of authorised absences while rates of unauthorised absence remain stable at around double pre-

pandemic rates.
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Figure 21. Average share of overall sessions absent
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Rates of persistent absence (the share of pupils who miss at least 10% of sessions) have also
risen significantly in both England and Scotland since the pandemic. In 202425, 28.5% of
pupils in Scotland were persistently absent compared with 21.8% in 2018—19; England saw a
similarly large increase: 20.0% were persistently absent in 2023-24, compared with 10.9% in
2018-19.

Part of the difference between Scotland and England is likely due to different rates of exclusion
in the two systems. Temporary exclusions from school are much less common in Scotland (15.2
exclusions per 1,000 pupils in 2024-25) than in England (114.4 per 1,000 pupils in 2023-24),
and it is plausible that many excluded pupils in England would otherwise have high absence
rates (Scottish Government, 2025g; Department for Education, 2025c). However, even
regardless of the exact comparison, these absence statistics still present a worrying trend: the
roughly 9% of sessions pupils were absent for in Scotland and Wales in 202425 translate into
about 17 lost days of schooling per pupil. This likely has a meaningful impact on academic
attainment, with estimates suggesting that 10 days of absence can reduce attainment by between
0.03 and 0.06 standard deviations (Aucejo and Romano, 2016), with some estimates much
higher (Goodman, 2014). Absence rates are also higher for pupils from more deprived
backgrounds, and thus contribute to inequality in attainment across socio-economic groups
(Scottish Government, 2025g).
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Roughly 40% of Scotland’s increase in absences between 2018—19 and 202425 can be
attributed to higher levels of absence due to sickness. Other significant components of the
increase include a rise in unauthorised holidays and a rise in truancy. This mirrors the trends in
England, where the majority of the increase in absences has been due to a rise in illness and
unexplained unauthorised absences. Part of this may be due to changes in parental attitudes
around school attendance as well as a rise in mental health problems and anxiety around
attending school (Burtonshaw and Dorrell, 2023).

Additional support needs

Scotland has seen a dramatic rise in the number of pupils who are recorded as having additional
support needs (ASN): the share of pupils with ASN has steadily risen from 10.3% in 2010 to
30.9% in 2019 and 43.0% in 2025 (Scottish Government, 2025h). The most common reasons for
needing additional support in 2025 were ‘social, emotional and behavioural difficulty’ (11.1% of
pupils), English as an additional language (8.8%) and autistic spectrum disorder (5.9%). This is
similar to trends that have been seen in England, where the share of pupils with special
educational needs (SEND) has risen steeply from 14.4% of pupils in 2016 to 19.5% in 2025.°

However, the picture in Scotland differs from that in England in a few crucial ways.

First, the levels of identified need are significantly different, with the share of pupils registered
as having ASN in Scotland more than double the share with SEND in England, as outlined
above. Some of this reflects differences in categorisation; a pupil who has English as an
additional language does not qualify as having SEND but they do qualify for ASN, for example.
However, there is still significant overlap in the type of needs that make up each form of
support, and the levels for a given type of need in Scotland are, in general, reported to be higher.
For instance, while 5.9% of pupils have autism as a recorded reason for ASN in Scotland, only
3.8% have autism as a recognised SEND need in England. Similarly, 11.1% of Scottish pupils
are recognised as having emotional, social and behavioural problems, whereas the comparable
figure in England is 5.2% (Department for Education, 2025b). The actual underlying needs are
unlikely to differ so significantly, and in general this picture suggests that Scotland takes a

different and more expansive approach to identifying pupil needs.

Second, the type of support that pupils with identified needs receive also differs between the two
nations. England has seen a particularly steep rise in the most specialist form of support,
‘Education, Health and Care Plans’ (EHCPs) which set out the specific support that pupils are
legally entitled to receive. The share of pupils with EHCPs in England has risen from a historical
average of just under 3% to 5.3% in 2025, which has led to a significant rise in the amount spent

on SEND, putting pressure on school and council budgets. By contrast, although Scotland has a

% See Latimer, Sibieta and Snape (2025) for further analysis.
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similar form of support in ‘Co-ordinated Support Plans’ (CSPs), which also guarantee pupils
with the most complex needs legally binding support, the share of pupils who receive CSPs is
tiny (0.2% in 2025) and has been declining over time (Scottish Government, 2025h). This again
reflects the more inclusive approach Scotland takes to pupils with ASN, as pupils are more
likely to be placed in mainstream schools and support is primarily determined by the school. As
a result, although spending on additional support for learning has increased in Scotland, the
spending pressure in this area is generally less intense than in England (see Section 2). Indeed,
partly as a result of spending pressures, the UK government plans to reform the English SEND
system to adopt more inclusive support with lower rates of extremely specialist provision, as is

currently the case in Scotland.

Conclusion

Schools in Scotland face a range of challenges, from a rising share of pupils recorded as having
additional support needs to significantly higher rates of pupil absence following the COVID-19
pandemic. However, these challenges are not unique to Scotland, and with lower pupil:teacher
ratios and higher spending per pupil, it should be in relatively good shape to meet them. Despite
this, Scotland’s performance in international PISA tests has been declining relative to England,
and rates of absence remain persistently high. This should prompt cause for concern about
Scottish educational performance. Given relatively high (and increased) spending per pupil and
low pupil:teacher ratios, it is likely that these declines in performance have been driven by wider

aspects of the system, such as changes to the curriculum, assessment and accountability.

Policing and justice
Policing and crime

Measuring policing performance presents challenges. Both recorded crime and crime clearance
rates depend on reporting behaviour and administrative practices, which can change over time
and differ between jurisdictions. For this reason, we draw on two more comparable indicators
that capture related inputs and broader outcomes. First, we consider the number of full-time-
equivalent police officers per 1,000 inhabitants. Second, we use victimisation rates reported in
household surveys as a measure of crime prevalence that is less dependent on reporting to the
police. While neither indicator provides a direct measure of policing performance, they are
important and comparable indicators of both a key input (police numbers) and a key issue (crime

prevalence) that policing (and the wider justice system) is designed to address.

It is also important to emphasise that changes in crime prevalence are shaped by a wide set of
social, economic and demographic factors beyond the direct control of the police, justice system
or indeed the wider public sector. In addition, the police and justice systems, while aimed in part

at discouraging crime, focus on tackling the consequences of crime: higher staffing numbers can
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be a response to higher crime, as much as they can help reduce crime. Our analysis should
therefore be interpreted as a high-level analysis of relevant inputs and outcomes rather than a

detailed analysis of short-term policing performance.

Bearing this in mind, we first look at police staffing. Figure 22 shows the number of full-time-
equivalent (FTE) police officers per 1,000 inhabitants in Scotland and in England and Wales
since 2007.

Figure 22. Full-time-equivalent police officers per 1,000 inhabitants

——Scotland ——England and Wales
3.5

3.0_\/ o~

2.5 \ S

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

FTE police officers per 1,000 inhabitants

0.0
Q1 Q1 Q1 Q1 Q1 Q1 Q1 Q1 Q1
2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021 2023

Source: Scottish Government Justice Analytical Services, 2026a; Home Office, 2025.

Scotland has had a higher number of officers per person than England and Wales over at least
the last 20 years, but the trends differ over time. In England and Wales, officer numbers fell
substantially during the 2010s, reaching a low point in the late 2010s before rising again in the
early 2020s. By contrast, staffing levels in Scotland were comparatively stable through much of
the 2010s, followed by a more gradual decline in recent years. This has left the difference in
FTE police per 1,000 residents (2.96 in Scotland versus 2.38 in England and Wales) the smallest
since the late 2000s — although still not insubstantial (a near 25% difference).

To complement this input measure of policing capacity, we next consider trends in crime
prevalence. Specifically, we rely on victimisation surveys rather than police-recorded crime
statistics. Victimisation surveys provide a particularly valuable basis for comparison across
jurisdictions because they measure crime as experienced by individuals, including incidents that
may never be reported to the police. This helps reduce the influence of differences in legal
definitions, reporting behaviour and recording practices, which can make police data less

directly comparable across nations.
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In Scotland, this role is played by the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey (SCJS), while England
and Wales use the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW). While the two surveys are
closely aligned in purpose, they differ slightly in coverage and frequency: for example, Scotland
incorporated fraud and computer misuse later than England and Wales (and for that reason it is
not included in our main analysis); and even outside the COVID-19 pandemic, the SCJS has not
always been conducted annually. These factors mean that the surveys are most informative for
comparing broad trends and patterns over time, while cross-national comparisons should be
interpreted with appropriate care. In addition, differences between jurisdictions in any single
survey wave may fall within sampling margins of error, and should therefore be interpreted

cautiously unless sustained over time.

Looking at trends over time (excluding fraud and computer misuse for consistent comparison
over time), Figure 23 shows for both surveys a clear and sustained decline in victimisation. In
2008—09, around 20-25% of people reported being victims of crime (20.4% in Scotland and
23.3% in England and Wales), and by 202324 this had fallen to roughly 10-12% (12.1% in
Scotland and 10.1% in England and Wales)."°

Figure 23. Victimisation rates for Scotland (SCJS) and England and Wales (CSEW), average
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Note: SCJS is the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey. CSEW is the Crime Survey for England and Wales.
Source: Scottish Government, 2025i; Office for National Statistics, 2024d.

10 Including fraud and computer misuse increases victimisation rates to 19.9% in Scotland and 16.1% in England and
Wales in 2023-24.
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This means victimisation rates have substantially decreased over the past 15 years. For most of
the time series, rates were, if anything, slightly lower in Scotland than in England and Wales,
although the most recent wave (2023-24) shows the reverse pattern. However, this difference is
small overall and based on a single year of data. The next set of SCJS statistics published later
this year (covering 2024-25) will provide important information on whether the 2023-24 wave

is a ‘one-off” or the new normal.

Bearing this caveat in mind, we compare victimisation rates in Scotland and in England and
Wales in 2023-24 (the most recent survey wave that coincides for both jurisdictions) by
demographic group."" This cross-sectional approach is important because the composition of
Scotland’s population differs from that of England and Wales, and comparing like-for-like

groups provides a clearer picture of where differences are most pronounced.

The comparable breakdowns, presented in Figure 24, suggest that victimisation rates were
higher in Scotland across the reported groups in 202324, though the magnitude of the gap
varies. The largest difference is observed among young people aged 16—24, who report

Figure 24. Victimisation rates for Scotland (SCJS) and for England and Wales (CSEW), 2023-
24, by personal characteristics
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" The categories included in Figure 24 are those for which data are available for both surveys and are comparable.
The SCJS, for example, does not provide victimisation rates by ethnicity, country of birth, marital status,
employment status, occupation, highest qualification, religion, sexual orientation, gender identity, hours out of
home on an average weekday, number of evening visits to pub/bar in the last month or number of visits to a
nightclub in the last month.
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substantially higher victimisation in Scotland than in England and Wales (20.3% versus 13.9%),
while the second-largest difference appears among individuals reporting having disabilities.

These are two very important groups, as they are usually more vulnerable populations.

It is worth noting that the victimisation gap between Scotland and England & Wales for those
aged 16-24 was not present, for example, in 2019-20 when overall victimisation was lower in
Scotland (it was 18.3% in both surveys). And as with all single-wave comparisons, these
differences should be interpreted with caution given sampling variation and differences in survey
timing. Differences between jurisdictions in reported victimisation rates for other population

breakdowns, such as between rural and urban areas, are not so large.

Criminal courts system

Comparing court open caseload (or ‘backlog’) measures across Scotland and England & Wales
requires particular care, because court structures and reporting metrics are not directly identical.
In Scotland, serious jury cases are divided between the High Court of Justiciary and the Sheriff
Court sitting in Solemn Procedure, and the backlog is more commonly presented in terms of the
number of scheduled trials outstanding across these courts. In England and Wales, the main jury-
trial court is the Crown Court, and the backlog is typically reported as the number of outstanding
cases within the Crown Court caseload. For this reason, the closest like-for-like comparison is
between the combined High Court plus Sheriff Solemn trial backlog in Scotland and the Crown
Court cases awaiting trial in England and Wales, rather than relying on single headline figures
that capture different stages of the court system. Among the indicators examined in this
subsection, court backlog and duration provide the closest approximation to system performance,
as they directly reflect the relationship between case inflow and case completion capacity.

Absolute backlog figures, or backlogs expressed per person, are not directly comparable across
Scotland and England & Wales because the two systems differ in structure, case allocation and
charging practices. The number of cases entering the jury-trial courts depends not only on
population size but also on prosecutorial discretion, diversion policies and the threshold for
allocating cases to Solemn or Crown Court procedure. In addition, the volume and complexity of
cases handled at each tier differ between jurisdictions. As a result, headline backlog levels per
person risk conflating structural design and upstream policy choices with court performance. For
this reason, we focus on changes over time within each system rather than absolute or per-person

comparisons across them, and provide indexed measures to a common baseline (2019 Q4)."2

12 1h 2019 Q4, the combined backlog of the Scottish High Court and Sheriff Solemn was 851 cases (369 in High
Court and 482 in Sheriff Solemn) while that for the Crown Court in England and Wales was 38,105. In 2025 Q3
(latest quarter with data available for both), these values were 1,1,811 and 79,619 respectively. It is not possible to
directly compare the backlog per person (or 1,000 persons) in Scotland and in England and Wales due to
differences in the number of cases brought to each jurisdiction’s criminal jury court system.

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, March 2026



41 Public service spending and performance in Scotland

This approach provides a clearer view of how pressures have changed within each system

relative to pre-pandemic conditions.

The indexed trends in Figure 25 show that the two systems evolved in broadly similar ways prior

to the COVID-19 pandemic, but diverged sharply in the aftermath of the pandemic.

Backlogs increased in both jurisdictions, but the rise was much more pronounced in Scotland,
where the number of scheduled trials outstanding worsened significantly until the end of 2022.
From that point onwards, Scotland began to reduce its backlog at a sustained pace. England and
Wales, by contrast, have experienced a steadier and more persistent increase in backlogs
throughout the post-pandemic period. As a result, despite these different trajectories, the systems
are currently operating at broadly similar levels relative to their pre-COVID baseline, with
backlogs remaining around twice as high as they were in late 2019, albeit having followed
different paths to reach that position. It is also worth noting that pandemic restrictions and court
recovery strategies differed across UK nations, which may have influenced both the scale of

disruption and the pace of recovery.

Figure 25. Outstanding caseload (‘backlog’) for Scotland and for England and Wales
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Source: Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service, 2025; Ministry of Justice, 2025a.

Having examined trends in outstanding caseloads, we now turn to measures of case duration.
While the backlog provides a snapshot of the stock of open cases at a given point in time,
duration statistics capture how long cases take to progress through the courts once they have

entered the system. Considering these measures alongside the backlog helps to assess whether
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changes in outstanding caseload reflect temporary accumulation or more sustained shifts in court

capacity and case progression.

To ensure once again the closest possible comparison across jurisdictions, we focus on court-
stage duration only. For Scotland, this corresponds to the median time from court registration to
verdict in High Court and Sheriff Solemn cases. For England and Wales, we use the median time
from receipt at the Crown Court to completion. Although procedural pathways differ across the
two systems, these measures both capture the time that serious cases spend within the trial court
itself, excluding earlier stages such as police investigation, charging decisions or prosecutorial
preparation. Given structural differences in pre-court processes, this court-stage measure
provides the most comparable indicator of how long cases take to progress once they enter the

jury-trial system.'®

Since 201920, the duration of cases in both Scotland’s High Court and England’s Crown Court
has increased relative to pre-pandemic levels, though the trajectories differ. In Scotland, median
time from court registration to verdict rose sharply, from 161 days in the High Court and 43 days
in Sheriff Solemn Procedure in the last quarter of 2019 to peaks of 414 days in the High Court in
mid 2021 and 139 days for Sheriff Solemn cases in early 2023 (Scottish Government Justice
Analytical Services, 2026b). Durations have since declined to around 292 days and 83 days
respectively (latest available figures are for end-2024). In England, median time from court
receipt to completion at the Crown Court increased more gradually, from 97 days pre-COVID to
a peak of 171 days, since when it has remained at approximately 160 days, well above its pre-
pandemic baseline (Ministry of Justice, 2025b). The Scottish pattern therefore reflects a sharp
rise followed by a marked easing, while England’s shows a steadier increase with durations

remaining persistently above pre-pandemic levels.

The reasons for these contrasting trajectories in backlog and duration are not fully clear — but a
range of factors, including longer-term and structural factors, rather than any individual policy
difference, likely play a role. It is clear though that the suspension of jury trials at the height of
the COVID-19 pandemic led to a large spike in backlogs and delays in Scotland. Subsequent

13 Scotland and England & Wales publish a range of timeliness indicators that are not directly equivalent. Scottish
data include median durations for stages such as offence to police known, police known to Crown Office and
Procurator Fiscal Service (COPFS) report, COPFS report to court registration, court registration to verdict, offence
to verdict, and police known to verdict. Ministry of Justice statistics for England and Wales include measures such
as offence to charge, charge to first listing, first listing to completion in the magistrates’ court, sending to the
Crown Court to main hearing, main hearing to completion, offence to completion, receipt at the Crown Court to
completion, and charge to completion at the Crown Court. Many of these measures capture pre-court stages that
differ substantially between jurisdictions due to differences in charging practices, prosecutorial structures, and case
allocation between summary and jury procedures. To maximise comparability, we therefore focus on court-stage
duration only: court registration to verdict for Scotland’s High Court and Sheriff Solemn cases, and receipt at the
Crown Court to completion for England and Wales. While not identical, these measures most closely approximate
the time serious cases spend within the jury-trial court itself and therefore provide the most like-for-like
comparison available.
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recovery measures, including expanded temporary trial capacity, intensified court programming
and coordinated case prioritisation, enabled outflow to rise above inflow, allowing the Scottish
backlog to fall (Audit Scotland, 2023; Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service, 2023).

Conclusion

Taken together, the evidence points to a distinction between trends in crime and pressures within

the justice system.

Victimisation surveys show that crime as experienced by the public fell substantially in Scotland
and in England and Wales during the 2010s, before levelling off more recently. Historically,
reported victimisation rates were lower in Scotland than in England and Wales. While this
changed in the most recent year of data for Scotland (2023—-24), more years of data are needed to
conclude that this is a real change in relative crime rates. And the broad long-term trends are

very similar across Great Britain.

In contrast, court backlogs and case durations for serious jury cases have followed markedly
different paths since the COVID-19 pandemic. Scotland experienced a sharper increase in both
court backlogs and case duration, followed by a period of significant but partial recovery as the
number of cases handled increased. England and Wales, by contrast, have seen a more gradual
but sustained rise in both backlog and court-stage duration, with no sign of improvement as yet.
Despite these differing trajectories, both Scotland and England & Wales continue to operate with
backlogs and case durations well above their pre-pandemic baselines.

Overall, the comparative picture indicates that long-run crime trends are broadly similar across
jurisdictions (with the exception of victimisation rates among young people, which are higher
for Scotland in the most recent comparable data), while justice system pressures have evolved
differently in the post-pandemic phase but remain elevated in both jurisdictions.
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4. What is the outlook for public
service spending?

Alongside its Budget for 202627, the Scottish Government (2026¢ and 2026d) published
outline budgets for the following two years too as part of its Spending Review. These are likely
to be revised as the amount of funding available evolves and as a potentially new government
post-election updates plans to reflect its priorities. But taking these at face value for now: what
do the plans tell us about the priorities of the current Scottish Government for the future of
public service spending, and how does this compare with UK government priorities? What
might these plans mean for different service areas? And what revisions could be seen post-

election?

The 2026-27 Budget and Spending Review

We looked in detail at the 202627 Scottish Budget and Scottish Spending Review in the annual
IFS Scottish Budget Report (Boileau, Brogaard and Phillips, 2026). Here we provide a summary
of the key points.

The 202627 Budget sets out public service spending plans which represent a 0.6% real-terms
increase in resource spending compared with the final plans for the current financial year, 2025—
26. The increase planned for the Scottish Government’s Health & Social Care portfolio (0.2%) is
in fact below average. Indeed, after accounting for planned transfers from this portfolio part way
through the year to councils to pay for higher pay for social care workers, the remainder of the
Health & Social Care portfolio is set to see a real-terms reduction in funding (-0.6%). As we
discuss below, this is simply inconsistent with the pay deals offered to NHS staff, meaning in-
year top-ups will be vital if the next Scottish Government wants to avoid cuts to NHS staff and

services.

On the other hand, local government was a relative winner from the Scottish Budget — at least
after accounting for transfers from other portfolios to pay for higher wages for social care and
childcare workers. Accounting for these transfers, funding is set to increase by 1.3% in real
terms compared with the current financial year. Even so, increases in council tax averaging 6.5%
would be needed for Scottish councils to match the overall rate of increase in English councils’

funding (including for schools).
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Looking further to the future, the current Scottish Government proposes a change in tack. Based
on published plans in the Scottish Spending Review, the Health & Social Care portfolio would
see increases in resource spending averaging 2.4% a year in real terms in 2027-28 and 2028-29.
In contrast, other areas would see cuts averaging 1.7% a year in real terms over the same period.
This includes the Justice & Home Affairs portfolio (—2.0% a year, on average) and the Finance
& Local Government portfolio (-2.1% a year, on average). The precise numbers could change
due to some small changes to the outlook for Scottish Government funding discussed below. But
cuts in funding for the police and fire services will bite harder in Scotland than they would in
England and Wales because there are no police or fire ‘precepts’ in council tax: that means the
Scottish police and fire services cannot offset cuts in Scottish Government funding as their

counterparts south of the border can.

The outlook for councils will depend crucially on how much of the increase in the Health &
Social Care portfolio’s funding is transferred to them to help pay for social care costs. In turn,
that will depend on whether the next Scottish Government is able to make the big shift in
funding from hospitals to primary care and social care that is set out in the Scottish Government
Spending Review. Even if it does (which will be something of a tall order), and half of the
(large) increase in funding for non-hospital funding goes to increased transfers to councils to
help fund social care services, Scottish councils would still need to increase council tax by an
average of 8% a year to match increases in overall council funding in England. Without an
increase in these social care transfers, Scottish councils might need to increase council tax by

around 14% a year to match increases in English council funding.

In contrast to the resource spending outlook, which is more difficult than the headline figures
suggest, the outlook for capital spending is perhaps less bad. This is because while overall
capital funding is set to fall from 2026—27 onwards, the winding-up of major prison construction

programmes will free up funding for investment in other areas.

Risks to the spending outlook

There are several risks to the spending outlook — some of the Scottish Government’s own

making and some related to external factors.

Scottish Government budgeting

The first relates to the Scottish Government’s approach to budgeting.

As highlighted by the Fraser of Allander Institute (2026), the Scottish Government has in several
recent years utilised borrowing and non-recurring funding to help fund recurring spending

pressures. For resource spending, these one-off sources amounted to around £1 billion in 2022—
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23" and around £200 million in 2023-24"5 and, on current forecasts, they are set to amount to
almost £900 million in the current financial year, 2025-26.'¢ Indeed, this reliance on one-off
funding in 2025-26 is one reason why there is now set to be a bigger slowdown in funding
increases than in England (Brogaard and Phillips, 2026): this funding will not be available in

future years.

This habit began during the pandemic, when temporary COVID-19 funding was used, in part, to
pay for the first year costs of several long-term spending measures, including an expansion of
free school meals, increased mental health funding, a boost to council funding and part of the
cost of public sector pay increases (Phillips, 2021). Funding for such commitments had to be
found from within non-COVID budgets from 202223 onwards — perhaps contributing to

spending pressures which have increased reliance on one-off sources in subsequent years.

It is worth noting that the Scottish Government has limited ability to carry forward one-off
funding into later years given limits on how much can be held in the Scotland Reserve — it is, to
some extent, ‘use it or lose it’."” But the Scottish Government could use the funding to pay for
expenditure that is more one-off in nature instead, including boosting capital budgets to expedite
the construction of new facilities or infrastructure, or to purchase new equipment or technology.
This could help reduce future budgetary pressures (for example, if new facilities or technology is
more efficient), rather than add to them as is often the case for many increases in resource

spending (such as higher pay rises, which increase future base salaries).

Turning to pay, the last decade has seen bigger increases in public sector pay in Scotland than in
the rest of the UK. This is a legitimate choice which could help meet several objectives —
including better employment relations, and better recruitment and retention (although Cribb,
Dominguez and O’Brien (2025) could not detect an effect on retention rates). But even as
inflation has fallen back from its 2022 and 2023 highs over the last two years, the Scottish
Government has agreed pay deals which look inconsistent with its stated pay policy and the
initial budgets it sets for departments. For instance, as discussed in Scottish Fiscal Commission
(2026), pay deals for 2025-26 and 2026-27 have already averaged 8%, implying an increase of
just 1% in 2027-28 to remain within a three-year 9% average pay increase target. And, while the
202627 Scottish Budget implies a 1.6% cash-terms increase in the Health & Social Care

14 Including borrowing, net reserve drawdown, ScotWind licence income, voluntary business rates payments by
businesses originally granted relief in the COVID-19 pandemic, and one-off compensation payments by the UK
government for policy spillover effects (Scottish Fiscal Commission, 2025).

15 This includes borrowing, a reconciliation payment for past forecast errors, and a drawdown of Crown Estate
income. It differs from the figure reported in Fraser of Allander Institute (2026) as we account for final payments
into reserves (as well as initial planned drawdowns).

16 This figure includes a reconciliation payment for past forecast errors, drawdowns from reserves and drawdown of
ScotWind licence income. It differs from the figure reported in Fraser of Allander Institute (2026) as we account
for implied final payments into reserves (as well as initial planned drawdowns).

17 See our explainer on borrowing and reserve powers at https://ifs.org.uk/articles/devolved-borrowing-and-reserves.
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portfolio’s resource budget compared with the final budget for the current financial year,®
nurses and other staff covered by the ‘Agenda for Change’ pay deal are due to receive an
average increase in pay of 3.75%, while resident doctors are set to see an increase in pay of 9.4%
on average. Paying for these increases from within the currently allocated budget would likely
necessitate cutbacks in service provision and perhaps in staffing. Perhaps more likely is

substantial in-year top-ups to Scottish NHS funding.

The UK government may have come to the rescue in that regard. Since the Scottish Budget and
Spending Review, it has announced top-ups to the Scottish Government’s funding in 202627
and 2028-29 as a result of additional spending in England on special educational needs and
disabilities (SEND) costs, and the write-off of associated council deficits. Alongside some other
small measures, this has generated an additional £542 million in funding in 2026-27,

£13 million in 2027-28 and £345 million in 2028-29. If the Scottish Government were to
allocate £470 million of the amount available in 202627 to the Health & Social Care portfolio,
that would be sufficient to move from a —0.6% to a +1.7% real-terms change (after subtracting
funding to be transferred to councils for social care wage increases), in line with the increase
planned by the UK government for England. £72 million would still be available to further top
up the Health & Social Care portfolio or other portfolios.

With this top-up in UK government funding, it may therefore be possible for the next Scottish
Government to avoid in-year cuts to other services to top up health and social care spending as
part of post-election budget revisions. Without this top-up, unless the Scottish Government had
been able to carry forward substantially more funding via the Scotland Reserve than it currently
plans to (£150 million), such in-year cuts to other services would have been almost inevitable.
And money carried forward in reserves can be used only once, and programmes of in-year cuts
also often include one-off savings through delaying planned activities.'® On the other hand,
money to address health spending pressures and for higher pay needs to be found in subsequent

years too.

Similarly, the top-up in UK government funding in 202627 only delays the budgetary reckoning
— funding is due to fall back in 2027-28. Indeed, there is a case for the next Scottish Government
to still look for savings from other portfolios, so that funding can be carried forward into 2027—
28 to ease the particular fiscal pressures it will likely face in that year. More generally though, it
should try to reduce its reliance on one-off funding. Ultimately, recurring costs need to be paid

for by recurring revenues (e.g. from tax rises) or recurring reductions in other spending.

18 This is the aforementioned 0.6% real-terms decrease given forecast inflation of 2.2%.

19 See, for instance, the then Deputy First Minister’s statement on in-year cuts made in 2023-24:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/autumn-statement-scottish-government-priorities-deputy-first-minister-

statement/.
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Upside and downside risks to Scottish Government funding

As well as the challenge of weaning itself off using one-off funding for recurring spending, the
next Scottish Government still faces uncertainty about the funding it will receive from the UK
government and from devolved taxes (Brogaard and Phillips, 2026) — which could see it able to

top up current spending plans or could see it needing to cut them back.

On the one hand, IFS researchers have previously highlighted how tight UK government plans in
2028-29 and indicative overall spending totals in 2029-30 look, especially in the context of a
UK general election taking place in Summer 2029 at the latest.? That remains true even after the
Spring Statement announcements on SEND funding. If the UK government topped up its
spending plans, that would allow the Scottish Government to top up its spending again (or

reduce taxes) too.

On the other hand, official forecasts likely overstate the contribution devolved revenues will
make to the Scottish Government’s resource funding over the next few years — by around
£500 million in 2028-29, for instance, if average earnings grow in line with the rest of the UK

rather than outpace them as official forecasts implicitly assume.

Figure 26 illustrates the difference such upside and downside scenarios to funding could make to
the funding available to different Scottish services. For the upside scenario, we assume that the
UK government tops up planned spending on comparable services in England in 2028-29 by
£10.5 billion (around 2%), generating £1 billion in additional funding for the Scottish
Government. In our downside scenario, we assume that not only do Scottish earnings not
outpace those in the rest of the UK, they in fact lag them by the equivalent of 0.4% a year over
the next three years (the amount official forecasts currently implicitly assume Scottish earnings
will outpace earnings in the rest of the UK by). This would reduce Scottish Government funding
by £1 billion in 2028-29 relative to current official forecasts. The future could differ even more
from official forecasts than these scenarios do and/or may include elements of both scenarios
(e.g. both higher UK government funding and lower devolved income tax revenues). But they
provide plausible more optimistic and more pessimistic scenarios for funding, and so for the

potential changes to spending plans.

20 See Helen Miller’s opening remarks to our Autumn 2025 Budget analysis event here:
https://ifs.org.uk/collections/autumn-budget-2025.
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Figure 26. Upside and downside scenarios for resource spending on other services if health
and social care spending is insulated from changes in the funding outlook (2026-27 = 100)
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Source: Authors’ calculations using HM Treasury correspondence, Scottish Fiscal Commission (2026)
and Scottish Government (2026d).

Figure 26 shows the implications for the average change in resource spending for all other
services from these upside and downside scenarios if the Health & Social Care portfolio’s
resource spending is assumed to be unaffected — i.e. protected from any cuts, but also not
benefiting from any top-ups.?' In doing this, we assume that £470 million of the additional
funding made available by the UK government in 2026-27 is used to top up health and social
care spending (to an increase of 1.7% in real terms), with the remainder allocated to other
services (raising the average increase from 0.3% in real terms under current plans to 0.6%). We
assume that the additional UK government funding confirmed for 2027-28 (£13 million) and
2028-29 (£345 million) is allocated in full to the Health & Social Care portfolio. This would
mean real-terms increases in funding of 0.3% and 3.8% for the Health & Social Care portfolio in

each of these years (2.0% a year on average).

The graph shows that given these assumptions on health and social care spending, resource
budgets for other portfolios would fall by an average of 1.8% a year in real terms in 2027-28
and 2028-29 under our baseline funding projections (with the biggest falls in 2027-28). Under
our upside scenario, the resource funding for all other portfolios (including housing and local
government) would grow by 0.2% a year, on average, in 2027-28 and 2028-29. In contrast,
under our downside scenario, the average cut to other portfolios (including housing and local

government) would need to be 3.9% to protect spending on the Health & Social Care portfolio.

21 We assume this because health and social care resource spending is already planned to increase by 2.4% a year in
real terms, on average.
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This illustrates that upside and downside risks to the Scottish Government’s funding could mean
quite significant top-ups or reductions to planned spending on different public services.
However, even in the upside scenario, services outside the Health & Social Care portfolio would
still barely increase, on average — making cutbacks in service provision and quality likely for at

least some services unless the efficiency of delivery can be improved.

Rather than change public service spending plans, a future Scottish Government could also
choose to change devolved taxes or social security benefit policies — including if funding is
higher or lower than current official forecasts imply. For example, £1 billion would be
equivalent to around a 1.4 percentage point change in all devolved income tax rates in 2028-29.

It is also equivalent to around 12% of forecast devolved benefit expenditure in that year.

Thus, if income tax was cut by the equivalent of a 1.4 percentage point reduction in all tax rates
(with a revenue cost of around £1 billion), and health and social care spending protected, then all
else equal, the average cut to other services in 2027-28 and 2028-29 would need to more than
double (from 1.8% to 3.9% a year, in real terms). Conversely, an increase in income tax of that
scale would be sufficient to avoid real-terms cuts to other services, on average — but still entail

tough choices over service provision.
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5. Concluding remarks

Public spending in Scotland — by both the UK and Scottish governments — was 18.5% higher per
person than in England in 2024-25. This extra spending was not spread equally across all areas
of spending: health spending per person was only 2% higher, but adult social care spending per

person was 36% higher and recreation, culture and religion spending per person 87% higher.

Service performance for three key service areas — the NHS, schools and the police and justice
systems — is currently poor on a historical basis, and in some instances relative to England. The
factors underlying this are likely to be complex, with many outside of direct Scottish
Government control. But improving performance and outcomes will be one of the key

challenges for the next Scottish Government.

For health, despite recent falls in waiting lists and waiting times, NHS performance remains
substantially poorer than before the COVID-19 pandemic, despite significant increases in
staffing. Concerningly, hospital activity has yet to return above pre-pandemic levels, unlike in
either England or Wales — although increases there have relied on even bigger increases in
staffing. More positively, Scotland does have shorter A&E waiting times than either England or
Wales.

For schools, Scottish students’ performance in international tests has fallen from above English
levels up until 2012 to significantly below it over the last 10 years. School absences are higher
than in England, with the share of pupils absent on any given day up from 7% to 9% since 2019

— with likely negative consequences for learning.

It is also worth noting evidence that health and educational inequalities are worse in Scotland
than in the rest of the UK. Whereas, conditional upon average income, average local life
expectancy is similar in England and Wales, it is not only lower in Scotland, but the relationship
between average local income and life expectancy is stronger than elsewhere in Great Britain. In
addition, whereas domestic examinations suggest a narrowing of socio-economic gaps in
educational attainment, international tests suggest these gaps have increased — and, if anything,

are slightly wider in Scotland than in England and Wales.

Turning to policing, crime and justice, police officer numbers are relatively higher in Scotland
than in England and Wales, although this gap has narrowed in recent years. And while crime
victimisation has fallen significantly over the last 15 years, and has historically been lower in

Scotland than in England and Wales, the reverse was true in the most recent year of data (2023—
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24). Given year-to-year volatility and sampling margins of error, this shift should be interpreted
cautiously, but it represents a notable change in the relative position and is something worth
monitoring. In addition, Scotland experienced a sharper deterioration in court performance
during the pandemic than England and Wales, but has since recorded a significant, albeit partial,

recovery. In contrast, in England and Wales, court system performance continues to deteriorate.

Looking to the future, the next Scottish Government will need to address these public service
challenges in a difficult fiscal context. The current government’s Scottish Spending Review
illustrates the tough trade-offs involved, with resource spending outside health and social care
currently planned to fall by 1.7% a year in 2027-28 and 2028-29. Changes to the funding
outlook since the Scottish Spending Review mean those numbers are already likely to change
somewhat. A new government could also change plans to reflect different priorities — not only
between services, but also between public services, devolved benefits and devolved taxes. But it
will still face difficult trade-offs.

There are also risks to the spending outlook. Some of these are of the current Scottish
Government’s own making — including a tendency to rely on one-off funding pots to help fund
permanent spending over the last few years, and to agree bigger pay increases than the UK
government and scrabble to find the money afterwards, neither of which is sustainable. But there
is also uncertainty about the total amount that will be available to spend, given that UK
government spending plans may change and that devolved tax revenues may evolve differently
from current forecasts. This means the next Scottish Government will almost certainly have to
revise the public service spending plans it inherits. And after recent improvements in some
measures of public service performance, performance may decline again without increases in

revenues and/or significant improvements in the efficiency of service delivery.
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