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Public service workers
and the ongoing cost of
living crisis

Introduction

A survey of UNISON Scotland members shows that the overwhelming
majority are struggling to get by financially. Years of high inflation and
stagnant wages have left public service workers finding it difficult to make
ends meet.

Statistics from the Office of National Statistics (ONS) on Household Cost
Indices (HCI) and the Consumer Price Index (CPI) underline what members
know — costs of basic essentials are climbing. Even where recent pay
settlements for public service workers have matched or slightly exceeded
inflation, they have not reversed over a decade of real-terms income decline.

This briefing summarises the findings of the UNISON survey and the ONS
data on how costs are continuing to grow.

Context

Since 2022, costs of the goods and services that are essential to everyday life
like food and energy have soared. While inflation has slowed since its peak,
costs are still significantly higher than they were. In some cases costs have
doubled, and are well above what many households can afford. The ongoing
war in Iran and broader global economic and political uncertainty mean that
consumer prices of essentials like fuel and food are likely to continue to be
unstable, and to make it more difficult for households to make ends meset.

UNISON survey

A survey of UNISON members found that the vast majority of public service
workers are struggling to make ends meet in this economic climate. Workers
who took part in the survey include care staff, learning assistants, cleaners,
caterers, refuse workers, janitors, administrative employees and other local
government staff.

e The overwhelming majority (94%) said they’re finding it difficult to
keep up with rising household costs as food, energy, housing and
other bills soar.

e Almost four in ten (39%) of those surveyed are paid less than £15 per
hour.

e Three in ten (30%) have an income of less than £20,000
annually, indicating the high proportion of low-paid workers.

e The survey found many employees had to cut back on spending over
the past two years, while one in nine (11%) said they relied on
benefits to supplement their income. Around one in eight (12%) have
taken on a second job to help their finances.

These figures reflect the reality facing public service workers — rising costs
and sustained decline in their standard of living. Even where recent pay
settlements have matched or slightly exceeded inflation, they have not
reversed over a decade of real-terms income decline.

These findings demonstrate an urgent need for councils to honour their
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commitment to pay a minimum rate of £15 an hour.
Household cost indices

HCI statistics show how changing costs impact different parts of the
population, including how they impact households on different levels of
income, and whether households own or rent their homes. These figures are
different from the Consumer Prices Index (CPIl), which show how the prices of
goods and services change over time, affecting all households. HCI data also
includes changes in mortgage interest rates.

HCI figures for the first quarter of 2026 showed that in the year to March
2026:

Overall UK household costs rose by 3.6%

Costs for low-income households increased by 3.7%

Costs for high-income households increased by 3.5%

Private renter households and social and other renter households
each had the highest annual inflation rate of all tenure types, of 3.7%

The ONS reports that “Low-income households saw a greater increase
because of the weight that electricity, gas, and other fuels have for these
households.”

UNISON'’s survey showed that 3 in 10 respondents earned less than £20,000
a year. Low-paid public service workers are facing a double whammy of low
wages and rising core costs.

Consumer price index figures

The CPI rose by 2.8% in the 12 months to May 2026. One of the most notable
rises in prices was in transport. The annual rate of inflation for transport was
6.8%, up 4.5% from April 2026. This is the highest rate of inflation since
December 2022. The rate of inflation for food fell slightly (from 3% in the 12
months to April 2026 to 3% in the 12 months to May 2026).

Private profit

The financial pressure for households caused by the inflating cost of living
over several years now, comes as the companies are making record profits
from the core services and goods households can’t do without. As oil and gas
prices spikes after the outbreak of the war in Iran, oil company BP reported
record profits of £2.4bn for the first quarter of 2026. Competitor Shell reported
profits of £5.1bn for the same period.

UNISON'’s approach

The data is clear - costs have been rising for years, and public service wages
simply have not kept up. Public services are the staff who deliver them. No
worker delivering the public services that are at the heart of communities
should be worried about putting food on the table at the end of the working
day. Investing in public service workers is how we can invest in public
services. The Scottish government and councils must work together to deliver
the £15 an hour commitment without further delay

Action for branches

Circulate this briefing to your members
The information in this briefing can be used by branches
negotiating with employers around pay claims

. Share this briefing on social media, and use the information it
contains to create social media materials around pay and the
cost of living for public service workers

Additional reading

e Scottish parliament election
2026 - activist briefing:
UNISON Scotland

e Household cost indices for
UK household groups:
January to March 2026 —
Office for National Statistics

e Consumer price inflation, UK:
May 2026 — Office for National
Statistics

e UNISON Scotland survey on
the cost of living
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