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Promoting Equality and Cohesion Fund 2017 – 2020 

Poverty, Opportunity and Participation Cluster: findings on inequalities highlighted or exacerbated by 

the response to COVID-19 

 

Introduction 

Impact Funding Partners Poverty, Opportunity, and Participation (POP) Cluster Group is made up of third sector organisations 

currently funded through the Scottish Government’s Promoting Equality and Cohesion Fund. As a group of third sector 

professionals which normally work with communities with barriers to opportunities and participation, we have observed that the 

Covid19 lockdown response has compounded these barriers. This has resulted in greater inequality in our society. We seek, in this 

paper, to set out the main inequalities we have seen evidenced through our work. We will also point out the sectoral challenges we 

face in addressing these inequalities and offer ideas and examples of how these might be overcome.  

The main inequalities we have seen compounded by COVID-19, and the response to it, are: 

 Access to information, services and support  
 Income  
 Health and Education. 

These inequalities are often linked and interrelated so that, for example, a lack of access to services such as benefits advice will 
increase income inequalities. 

 

Access to information, services and support 

A key response to COVID-19 has been the move to deliver information, services and support using information technology (IT).     

Many people on low incomes do not have the required IT hardware (smart phones, tablets, laptops) to allow them to access 
services that were very quickly moved online. Perhaps even more importantly, in the longer-term, people do not have access to a 
reliable internet connection. A home Wi-Fi service set up requires proof of address, a bank account and the ability to set up and 
maintain payments. This is out of reach for many. Data packages provided with mobile phone contracts can be prohibitively 
expensive and many modern devices no longer have the ability to use prepaid data packages. 
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In addition, many people, especially vulnerable or older people, do not have the experience, knowledge or skills to successfully 
navigate and use IT hardware or software which means they cannot access online information, services and support.   

People with low level English literacy will also find it hard to engage with information, services and support delivered using 
information technology. We have found that for those who do not speak English the information they obtain from various sources is 
not always accurate.  

  

Examples of the impact a lack of access to IT can have are:  

 No access to information and advice from services such as citizens advice and law centres 
 No way for organisations to contact their clients or deliver their services  
 Children and young people cannot engage with school work 
 Adults engaging in learning can no longer do so  
 A move away from group work leading to reduced access and less effective service delivery  
 Reduced access to benefits or employment. 
 

Case study 
Govan Law Centre (GLC) has set up new ways to keep in contact, for example, freephone, WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger. 
They are also working hard to maintain partnerships with local organisations from whom they receive referrals. Despite these 
efforts there has been in a drop in the number of clients and a significant drop in referrals suggesting other organisations are also 
struggling to maintain contact with people. GLC have received funding from the Wellbeing Fund to produce printed material which 
will be included with food parcels being given out by all Glasgow foodbanks. There are those people whose barriers to access 
mean they will only ever be drop-in clients. It is, therefore, imperative that the Law Centre resume “in person” services.   
 

Case study 
Deafblind Scotland are keeping members updated with relevant pieces of news, government briefings etc. by regularly sending out 
briefings in preferred formats like extra-large print, braille, moon, audio & email in a way which is more easily understood. For those 
members who use social media we are posting BSL videos and information on our facebook & website. A helpline/chat has been 
established for members who are feeling lonely & isolated. 
 
Possible solutions 
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 Connecting Scotland initiative – there have been successful trials of this model with Glasgow Disability Alliance and Govan 
Housing Association and we think this model should be rolled out. Could this initiative be extended to collect and redistribute 
second hand technology? This could be based on the Gift Tech model being used by Glasgow Clyde College.  

 Sharing the information - those who have received funding for printed materials, or who have chosen to produce printed 
material, have seen an increase in engagement. Physical leaflets in people’s hands do make a difference.  

Ask – rather than each small organisation applying for funding and relying on partnerships for delivery of printed materials, can 
funding be provided at a strategic level, possibly to TSIs or local authorities, to produce leaflets with contact details of main advice 
services. It should be noted this would need to be in additional common languages as well as in formats accessible to those with 
sensory impairments to make it useful.   

Ask – a call to action to the chain supermarkets, from a ministerial level, imploring them to clear their noticeboard and display 
information for local advice and support services.  

 Sharing the learning. WSREC have instructional videos on online shopping and accessing Zoom. Like most third sector 
organisations they are happy for these resources to be shared with everyone. However, as a sector, we need help to widen 
our reach from those at a strategic level. 

Ask - could the Scottish Funder’s Forum members send a single question survey to all organisations they fund asking 
organisations ‘what is the one thing you have done in response to COVID-19 that you would like the rest of the voluntary sector to 
know about.’ Could the members of the forum then provide staff resource to collate the replies and push out the results? 

 

Income 

Income inequalities have been exacerbated by the response to COVID-19 through:  

 The closure of many workplaces having a disproportionate effect on the people and communities we work with as many 
people have: 

o Front line jobs that cannot be done from home 
o Zero-hour contract or cash in hand jobs that have disappeared 

 A rise in unemployment as businesses go bust 
 Some employers terminating employment rather than using furlough scheme 
 Food becoming more expensive with basic items sold out in supermarkets and being replaced with more expensive options. 
 People’s small amount of savings running out 
 Access to benefits requiring access to IT and a good level of English literacy  
 Individuals/families struggling with the increased costs, especially heating, due to being home all day 
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 Evidence from Fife Migrant’s Forum that some self-employed migrants have had difficulty getting the grant from the 
government despite matching all the conditions 

 

Of particular concern are asylum seekers who do not have the right to access public benefits, and migrants on low incomes who, 
should their income stop, may not know which support they are entitled to and subsequently become destitute.  The support 
available can depend on the composition of the family and immigration status, i.e. are there British family members such as partner 
and children. In most cases there is very little access to benefits in which case they can, if they have access to IT, make an online 
application to the Home Office to Change the Conditions of their immigration status. 

An immediate impact of the increase in income inequality is that we have seen a rise in food poverty, especially for those with 
health, religious or cultural dietary requirements. There are a number of good practice examples of grassroots organisations 
responding to this. The challenge now is to connect organisations so a co-ordinated effort can take place to ensure there are no 
gaps or duplication. 

 

When the furlough scheme ends, and it becomes clear that some businesses will not survive, there will be redundancies and, 
therefore, a spike in unemployment. There needs to be increase in capacity of services such as DWP to deal with this. There also 
needs to be increased investment in the third sector services who support people to access the benefits system.  

 

Case study 

Faith in the Community Dundee are working with the Council, and other third sector partners, to coordinate the emergency food 
response in Dundee. This has led to weekly Zoom meetings with senior managers from the Council and £10,000 per week of food 
stock given by the Council to 24 local grass-roots community-based projects.  They are now gathering evidence across the projects 
to show the enormity of food poverty and seek reassurance from Council and Government responses will be sustainable. 

 

Case study 

WSREC are aware of a family in Glasgow where the only income is from self-employment as a taxi driver. Despite the risks of 
underlying health conditions and lack of PPE or modifications to allow reduced contact this person is continuing to operate. This 
choice between risk of continuing to work and the complete loss of income is one being made by families across the country. This 
is disproportionately high in BME communities due to the nature of jobs and their status is terms of access to public funds.   
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Possible solutions  

 The establishment of a universal basic income. We appreciate that this is a political decision and something that requires a 
huge shift in national policy 

 Increased access to money advice services and employment rights advice. Possible solutions given above to maximise 
access to advice services thus allowing people to maximise their income 

 The other side of this coin is the reduction in costs. We support the roll out of a long term, dignified, solution to food poverty 
in the model of the community larder or ‘social supermarket’. 

 

Health and education  

We have seen COVID-19 and the response to it exacerbating health inequalities as a result of the impact on people's mental health 
due to: 

 Lack of ability to take physical exercise due to housing conditions and inability to travel 
 Increase in isolation 
 Feelings of stress, worry and anxiety 
 Anxiety about the education of children 
 Fear of the virus (so not leaving the house at all) 
 Concern for family in home countries 
 Those who are speakers of other languages are watching news from other countries where there is a different approach 

towards covid19 which is causing increased anxiety and confusion.   
 Access to prescription medicine  

Mental health is an overarching theme that many projects funded by the Promoting Equality and Cohesion Fund are seeking to 
address. Feedback from those people who have been able to access online sessions provided by our projects has been very 
positive. In particular people have found the routine created by a timed session is very useful. 
 

Case study 

Hidden Gardens have been working with the Glasgow Mental Health Network to continue the Men's Group digitally. They are using 
Zoom currently and are about to do a trial with WhatsApp live chats after the Zoom session. They are also keeping in touch by 
phone calls/text with those who don't have digital access. Feedback has been positive about keeping a routine and connections 
going. 
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There is a very real concern that COVID-19, and the response to it, will increase educational inequalities as parents and carers 
struggle with supporting children in their learning while off school.  We are seeing: 

 That the arrangements for children and young people getting online can be complicated. One project reported that “even IT 
savvy volunteers have struggled to help with this” 

 Parents, especially single parents, can struggle with home-schooling 
 That it can be difficult to keep children happy and occupied all day 
 Adults, in particular women, who were accessing education can no longer do so because they have no time away from their 

children  
 Parents with low English and IT literacy levels cannot help their children to access educational materials.   

 

All of these are contributing factors to mental health issues for parents and children.  

 

Case Study  

Fife Migrant’s Forum have noted that many clients were not aware about home-schooling or find it difficult to support their children 
especially since they do not speak English. There is also a worry about future jobs as Educational department is saying that 
children will be attending school on shift pattern and, partially, they will be home-schooled. This is without consideration that 
parents are working. 

 

Case Study 

Forth Valley Welcome, who work with refugee families, came across an organisation called 'Resilience Learning Partnership' who 
gave them craft boxes for the children they support in Clackmannanshire. The craft boxes are not part of the day to day work of this 
organisations but rather a response to a gap they identified in their specific area of the country and client group.  

 

Organisational challenges in responding to COVID-19  

As organisations working to support vulnerable people and communities, we are facing a number or organisational challenges 
when trying to respond to these inequalities. It is our belief that a secure, resilient and supported 3rd sector is the key to the 
recovery of our society.  

 

Returning to face to face interactions 
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A return to limited face to face interactions will become possible soon and will be beneficial to the communities we support. For 
some it is the only kind of interaction they can access. We face barriers to doing this and would welcome clarification from the 
Scottish Government on the following points; 

 Written guidance, specific to the third sector, for returning to office and community settings. There is currently a guide which 
has been produced by GCVS but it is priced at £80 and, therefore, not accessible to all organisations.  

 Clarification of the responsibilities of landlords, in terms of facilities management, for those who are tenants.    

 

Challenge - for some the size and accessibility of offices mean these are not an option.  

Ask – can the Scottish Government encourage local authorities to make larger spaces not currently in use, e.g. leisure facilities, 
available for use by third sector organisations to safely meet with vulnerable and marginalised groups? Could the faith communities 
who own facilities e.g. large church halls, make these available?  

Ask – could the Scottish Government or local authorities host an online community map whereby assets could be offered, and 
connections made between organisations?  

 

Challenge – safety equipment and PPE will be needed to allow offices to re-open in a safe way. Currently organisations are having 
to source masks, hand sanitiser, screens etc themselves and use their own resources from reserves to purchase these in small 
quantities. 

Ask – clearly obtaining these things in bulk at wholesale would be advantageous. Can the Scottish Government launch a scheme 
whereby each local TSI takes delivery of safety equipment which organisations can then collect and use in their own settings?  

 

Financial solvency of organisations  

The crisis has meant that organisations had to very quickly adapt to new working conditions and for many this meant providing new 
technology to staff and setting up subscriptions to services such as Zoom. Organisations have also put funds into their community 
response; providing people with technology, providing children with school materials, providing food and essentials to those in the 
community who could no longer afford these.  

Funders have, in general, been flexible in allowing funds to be used for this type of work. Despite this many organisations have 
been forced to use reserves to stay solvent through this time of uncertainty. We appreciate that the Promoting Equality and 
Cohesion Fund has been extended to September 2021 and we hope more can be done by Scottish Government and other funders 
to protect our sector.  
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Challenge – the way we work, and therefore the funding we need, has changed dramatically and rapidly.  

Ask – that applications be simple to complete and that a localised approach to funding is taken involving Third Sector Interfaces 
with their local knowledge and connections. 

 

Staff and volunteer wellbeing  

Staff and volunteers of  third sector organisations are in contact with members of the communities they work with every day. People 
are experiencing trauma, crisis and high levels of anxiety and staff and volunteers become the outlet and support for this. We are 
concerned, therefore, about the wellbeing of our staff and volunteers due to vicarious trauma. In the past organisations would offer 
a paid for counselling service to staff and training and group work to increase self-management and resilience. As funding has 
become more constrained, we have had to cut these things in order to continue running services to the community.  

 

Challenge – staff and volunteers are providing a lifeline to communities but are themselves, by the nature of working from home, 
isolated and without their usual support structure.  

Ask – a central helpline specifically for staff and volunteers of third sector organisations providing a listening ear and direct referral 
to counselling and psychology services. Organisations could contribute to the running costs of this service to make it, in essence, a 
shared resource for the sector. This should be a co-designed service with input from third sector organisations.  

Challenge – we have seen some isolated incidents of risks to staff and volunteer safety. As an example, a volunteer was mugged 
when delivering a food parcel in Dundee. We think there may be an increase in this type of negative behaviour as we enter into a 
different phase of this crisis.  

 

Sharing ideas and good practice 

Challenge – there has been a huge amount of good practice examples and many fantastic ideas. Some ideas have been brought 
to fruition, others have not but could be if the right partners were engaged.  

Ask – a short life project with a dedicated staff member to draw together good practice examples and ideas and push these out to 
the third sector. Possibly the members of the Scottish Funders’ Forum could pool resources to make this happen.  

 

Understanding and recognition of the work done by the third sector in response to the crisis 
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All the case studies given in this paper show the agility and resilience shown by the Scottish third sector so far. We have responded 
directly to the needs of the communities we support and have formed partnerships where we ourselves could not completely meet 
those needs.  

 

The energy in the sector is high. We choose our jobs because we want to make things better, for individuals, for communities for 
our whole society. However, the effects of this crisis will stretch far into the future and beyond this initial phase. The long term, and 
wide-reaching effects of loss of income, degrading of support networks and poor mental health will form our work for years to come. 

 

We feel there is a lack of understanding in the statutory sector and the wider public about how the third sector works and what we 
do.  

 

Ask – a coordinated marketing campaign with material we can all share through our social media and put out widely through 
statutory sector and government social media. The focus of this would be understanding how charities work and recognition of their 
contribution during the crisis and beyond. A public recognition event, similar the clap for the NHS, as the final part of the campaign.   

 

Conclusion 

The group aims to continue these conversations over the next few months to help identify future needs and priorities. This paper 
will be shared with Scottish Government and through our networks. We would be happy to engage with stakeholders regarding the 
‘asks’ set out in this paper and look forward to being part of rebuilding better in Scotland.  

 

To engage with this group please email gemma@impactfundingpartners.com in the first instance.  
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