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Background
In 2020, when the Covid pandemic sent the world into lockdown, GDA undertook a comprehensive engagement exercise with members to find out what their concerns were at that time. Over the course of 6,000 check-in calls, and 2,100 responses to an in-depth survey, a picture emerged of social care packages being cut, people struggling financially and feeling socially isolated and lonely. 
In 2024, after more than a decade of austerity measures; the deepening impact of cuts to services, benefits and budgets; and the lingering effects of the Covid pandemic, we conducted another survey. This, again, showed disabled people experiencing increasing poverty and inequality and human rights regressions, feeling forgotten by Governments and left behind by those in power.
GDA decided to repeat the exercise this year, again focussing on the cost of living and access to services. However, new questions were added in light of current context, particularly the UK Government cuts to disability benefits and the hostile narrative that has intensified around those in receipt of benefits. 
Also, given the actions of the UK Government and the upcoming Scottish election in 2026, we wanted this time to know more about how disabled people view the decision-makers and bodies who hold power, and their perceived ability to have any influence over them.











Responses and Demographics
The survey was open from 29th July – 15th September, and completed by 756 disabled GDA members. This exceeded the 621 who took part in the 2024 survey. 
The reach of an online survey is extensive but digital exclusion, whether from lack of an internet connection, not having a device or the technical skills and/or confidence, can prevent many from participating. To overcome this digital barrier, we offered support over the telephone to people to complete the survey and 109, representing 14.5% of responses, were completed this way.
 
	Statements which apply to you
	Figure

	I am a disabled woman
	54%

	I am a disabled man
	37%

	I am disabled and over 65
	21%

	I am disabled and under 25
	3%

	I am disabled and BAME
	14%

	I am disabled and an asylum seeker / refugee
	3%

	I am disabled and LGBTQ+
	14%

	I am disabled and non-binary 
	5%



Of those who completed the survey, 54% stated they were disabled women and 37% disabled men. We know more women are disabled than men,[footnoteRef:1] and this reflects GDA’s membership. [1:  https://fraserofallander.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/SB-24-03.pdf, pp.14-15.] 

An interesting statistic is that 14% of respondents were Black, Asian or Minority Ethnic disabled people. According to the 2022 Census, approximately 7% of the Scottish population is BAME,[footnoteRef:2] and so the percentage of BAME respondents to our survey is high. This can be seen as testament to the intersectional work GDA does with our BAME Network, but also highlights the disproportionate levels of poverty and health inequalities experienced by the BAME population, and the overlap this has with the population of disabled people. A similar point can be made about the proportion of respondents who identify as LGBT+. [2:  https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-reports/scotland-s-census-2022-ethnic-group-national-identity-language-and-religion/ ] 

DISABLED PEOPLE’S KEY CONCERNS 
The survey initially asked respondents to identify their key concerns for themselves and other disabled people at this time. Respondents could tick as many as of the options as they wanted.

	What are your concerns for yourself and/or other disabled people at this time? 
	Figure

	Benefits or potential benefits cuts
	96%

	Money
	93%

	Disabled people's equality and human rights
	91%

	Mental health / mental ill health
	89%

	Social isolation and loneliness
	89%

	Access to services
	85%

	Knowing where to go for support or information
	78%

	Housing
	75%

	Work or employment
	63%

	Family and home life
	55%

	Education
	33%



Most of the categories were replicated from the 2024 survey, but benefits or potential cuts to benefits was a new option which was added given the UK Government’s cuts to disability benefits and the wider proposals in the Pathways to Work Green Paper.[footnoteRef:3] This came straight in as the top key concern, with 96% respondents opting for it. This clearly demonstrates that, even the concessions made by the Government to get the Universal Credit Bill passed, such as delaying any changes to Personal Independence Payment (PIP), have done nothing to assuage disabled people’s fears about Government intentions and further benefits cuts in the future. [3:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper ] 

“[These changes] will push more of us into poverty and isolation by falling through the gaps in society. Life will get even more difficult with support been taken away or/and made inaccessible. The long term consequences not even reconsidered. Health will further decline and more people who were able to just get by will now struggle if not collapse.” 

“The proposed cuts/ changes to benefits for disabled people has been very distressing. When it was first announced, I lost sleep because of the worry of potential changes...Feeling like I might have to justify my existence feels overwhelming. It feels like the government views those with disabilities as frauds and you have to prove you’re not trying to scam the system just to have the right to live. It feels dehumanising and disempowering.” 

Money had been the top concern in the 2024 survey, and 93% people agreed this was still a main worry. Many of those surveyed shared stories of struggling to pay bills, not being able to heat their homes or afford to eat well. Respondents shared their experiences of financial precarity, knowing there would be very little, if anything at all, after essentials to cover, for instance, the cost of a taxi to meet friends or family, to stay connected and involved. As one respondent wrote:
“I just constantly feel in limbo and feel as though I can’t enjoy anything as I am always so scared I’ll run out of money in case anything goes wrong and I don’t earn enough to be able to save.”
Disabled people’s equality and human rights was the next priority with 91% citing this as a key concern. This comes from a general sense of disabled people being under attack and deprioritised, especially around benefits reforms, 
“I feel that disabled people are being targeted by the UK government as we are an easy target. Disabled people are being pushed further down the line and a certain disdain towards us is quite palpable.”
Cuts to social care and other supports and services in Scotland, and the Scottish Government shelving its proposed Human Rights Bill has intensified fears and feelings of dehumanisation and low priority status,
“The fact that my social care support has been massively cut has meant I struggled so much with work that I was laid off. It has also impacted on my physical health drastically. Even although I am not incontinent, I am awaiting an in-dwelling catheter as I don’t have support to go to the toilet. I have now extremely limited opportunity to socialise with friends and I have no family at all. It’s been a complete erosion of my human rights. My life is shrinking and my confidence with it. It’s like disabled people don’t matter”.
Indeed, incorporation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled People into domestic Scots law in the form of a Human Rights Bill has been halted, cementing fears:
“It’s like disabled people are in the ‘too difficult’ or ‘too expensive’ pile. There is no sense of urgency as we see our rights regressing.”
Another reason for the concern expressed over disabled people’s human rights, at least among the majority of GDA members, is the Assisted Dying legislation currently being scrutinised by the Scottish and UK parliaments. Many disabled people see this legislative push as further evidence of our lives being devalued and deprioritised.
The fourth and fifth concerns are closely linked and ranked equally: mental health/mental ill health and social isolation and loneliness. In both cases, 89% of respondents agreed these were a key concern. These will be gone into in more detail later, but a lot of the concern over mental health relates to access to services, specifically the length of waiting lists for support, and gaps in the provision and delivery of statutory services. One respondent commented:
“Services have been cut to the bone and it’s making things worse. I can’t ever get an answer from the CPN and I’ve been waiting over a year to see the psychiatrist.”
Regarding social isolation and loneliness, many respondents expressed dismay over the reduction in access to community organisations and programmes, with many of them closing or having to reduce their vital services due to funding cuts:
“The organisation that’s been supporting me has been taken over by another organisation as the funding was completely cut and they’re now not be able to do the same range of things that supported us. It’s also now not run by the members so the accountability is gone. There doesn’t seem to be an understanding of communities of identity or the need for peer support.”
Access to services was a key concern for 85% of respondents, which is an increase in the percentage of respondents identifying this as a key issue, up from 79% in 2024. Persistent cuts to services and budgets are continuing to have an impact on disabled people. This will be elaborated on later in this report, however the quotes below are typical of the concerns raised.
“During my review, my social work assistant told me that they were originally wanting to remove SDS and put me back on hours delivered by the council which would just cover personal care. I fought this and told them that it is not just about personal care, and I should be able to access the community, life and work… I heard back about 5 weeks later. The social work assistant emailed telling me it was completed. I returned the email to ask what the outcome was. The outcome was I have lost 7 hours personal care – and I lost almost all of my social hours and all of my respite. I am now cut off from my friends and family due to lack of support to go out, other than to GDA”. 
“Through respite I was able to access physiotherapy and occupational therapy but my respite has been cut completely. The lack of physio will mean my condition will progress. Long term physiotherapy is not possible on the NHS and is only available privately. I am unable to afford this cost through ADP due to other outgoings such as care charges - most of my benefits are spent on this as well as continence products which are not available on the NHS.” 
Knowing where to go for support or information was a key concern for 78%. This is alarming as not knowing where to get information is obviously a barrier to disabled people then being able to access the support and services they need, which in turn will negatively impact on many aspects of their lives. If, for example, people are unaware of accessible welfare rights advice such as GDA’s Rights Now project, they will be less likely to know their entitlements to benefits and be poorer as a result. 






DISABLED PEOPLE AND THE COST OF LIVING
We asked in the survey if people were able to meet the costs of several provisions and products, to adequately meet their needs. As the table below shows, the 2025 survey saw increases from 2024 in the percentages of those unable to meet their needs adequately in nearly all the specified categories.

	Inadequate to Meet Needs
	2025
	2024

	Money (through benefits or work)
	76%
	71%

	Utilities – gas and/or electricity
	72%
	68%

	Food and essential groceries
	59%
	58%

	Phone/internet connection
	58%
	57%

	Continence products
	48%
	33%

	Medication and healthcare
	38%
	29%

	Sanitary products
	27%
	30%



The continuing cost of living crisis, along with inadequate levels of social security, means people are having to vigilantly budget at all times and weigh up what to prioritise. One survey respondent noted:
“I receive benefits, which I am so grateful for and terrified might be taken away at any moment. It is enough to live on because I live quite frugally. I am always calculating if I can afford things and have to think: ‘if I buy this, I cannot buy that’. It’s a constant balancing act and sometimes there is nothing left to balance.”
People are also struggling with the cost of utilities. Prices have risen further, and are predicted to continue to do so as winter approaches, and we know disabled people use more energy for heating, charging essential equipment or having to do laundry more often, for example.
A separate survey question broke down how people managed the cost of their essential utilities: gas, electricity, internet/broadband and Council Tax. The percentages of those who struggle to manage these costs alone were stark:
· [bookmark: _Hlk213936436]Gas: 74%; 
· Electricity: 72%; 
· Internet/broadband: 58%;
· Council Tax: 56%. 
[bookmark: _Hlk213936544][bookmark: _Hlk213936484]People wrote of sitting in the dark when their pre-paid electricity meter ran out or wrapping themselves in blankets or going to bed early instead of turning on the heating.
[bookmark: _Hlk213936568]“Heating and electricity are just so expensive, I can't afford to switch it on as often as I need. As my condition is much worse when I am cold, I spend a lot of time sitting with blankets around me, rather than switch on heating.” 

[bookmark: _Hlk213936660]Another question, related to utilities, examined whether disabled people could afford the cost of charging essential independent living equipment, such as power chairs, hoists and nebulisers: 68% of those who need independent living equipment found it hard to manage the cost. Someone commented they now only charged their mobility scooter if they know they would definitely need it the next day, but then are anxious about not being able to get out if something important, but unexpected, cropped up. Another respondent said:
“It’s as though these things are a luxury but they are lifelines providing access to human contact, to accessing food and medicine and to health care such as oxygen and services.”
There was a rise in the number of people finding it hard to access continence products: up from 33% to 48%. This will partly be reflective of the age group responding (21% were 65 years old or more), but also because continence is an issue amongst many disabled people of all ages with auto-immune and other conditions. In addition, supplies that were once free to some users are now often charged for as health and social care providers look to reduce their own costs. 
This ties in with big rise in those reporting struggling to access medication and healthcare. Obviously in Scotland prescriptions are free, but we updated this question in the 2025 survey to include healthcare which rose from 29% to 38% because we had considerable anecdotal evidence from members that supplies and services that used to be free on the NHS are now being charged for. People have to then make the ‘choice’ of paying or even having to use private health care providers, for previously free treatments such as toenail cutting and podiatry or physiotherapy. This is having a severe and detrimental impact on disabled people’s physical and mental health. As one respondent commented:
“The NHS is so backed up that people like myself need to go to private health care- something I could never have imagined with the principle that the NHS was for all. But I have a problem with all my toenails…and NHS said podiatry will no longer be provided by the NHS as they expect your carer to do that. But I don’t have a carer…so I have to pay for that myself privately.”
Another described the challenge of getting any sustained course of physiotherapy, despite their surgeon agreeing it would be beneficial.
“It is very hard to get access to Physio as the NHS have said that because I have a hip replacement it was only done for pain relief. They say I shouldn’t be trying to stand; I shouldn’t be trying to walk; and I shouldn’t be trying to transfer. I have tried to challenge this statement and decision along with my surgeon, but I have not been able to get anywhere…If I need physio help, I have to pay privately. And how can I do this when ADP doesn’t cover the extra costs already?”
The only category in which there was a drop in the percentage of people unable to access adequately was sanitary products. This, again, could be reflective of demographic of respondents, but could also be an indication that the provision of free period products in many public buildings, since the passing of the Period Products (Free Provision) (Scotland) Act 2021, could be having the desired impact on reducing period poverty.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2021/1. ] 

As mentioned, above, the 2025 Survey reveals real financial precarity and insufficiency of resources. Only 18% of respondents were in any form of employment so, for most, their income is largely from benefits. The level of benefits is generally inadequate, and that is even before the additional costs of being disabled are taken into account. Even the House of Commons own research has shown:
 “[T]hat benefit levels are too low, and that claimants are often not able to afford daily living costs and extra costs associated with having a health condition or disability.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee, Benefit levels in the UK, Second Report of Session 2023–24, p.5.] 

We asked what benefits respondents were in receipt of and, for those on disability benefits (ADP, PIP etc.), if these covered the true additional costs of being disabled: 82% said they did not. One comment left is worth quoting in full, as it sums up the far-reaching impact this has on many different aspects of disabled people’s lives: 
“I don't think they know the cost of being disabled, it’s not only about running my wheelchair, or extra heating because of poor circulation. The way I walk, I wear out my clothes, I have big holes in my clothes and shoes, I have got to replace them more. If I was just relying on PIP alone, without my pension from working, I would have to cut back on socialising, or going out, I would be completely alone. See when they say, have a 3 minute shower, in fact when I’m cold, I could sit in the shower for 10 minutes just getting the heat through my bones.”
The survey also evidenced people are living very close to the edge, not having any cushion for when things go wrong: 91% would struggle if faced with unexpected cost of £250. 
“I live on my own and rely on benefits to pay my bills. If there are any repairs needing done to my home or car or any other large bill I've not budgeted for I'm in trouble.”

Disabled people are just covering the bare essentials leaving little, if anything, for socialising and making or maintaining connections. Many respondents reported they are lonely and feel life has little joy or anything to look forward to other than through GDA where participation is supported and paid for.  When asked how often they could afford to socialise with family or friends outside of the house, 75% said they rarely socialise outside the home.  Given the wording of the question, this means less than monthly.

“Disability benefits don’t even cover the basics, and I do not go out and haven't socialised for three years, since my stroke.”

“I would like to socialise with others, but I cannot use public transport and can’t afford taxis.”

Overall, the 2025 survey reveals a grim picture of disabled people struggling to meet the costs of living, but rather, being pushed into, or deeper into poverty. 


DISABLED PEOPLE’S EMPLOYMENT
As mentioned, only 18% of survey respondents were in any form of employment, with the majority being retired or on working-age benefits. However, through comments left, it was apparent many of those of working age are apprehensive about employment, for different reasons. 
Firstly, there were those who want to work but are frustrated at the barriers to them finding suitable, accessible employment. As one respondent bemoaned:
“The barriers to employment is employers and colleagues, not disabled people themselves. Inaccessible offices, and homes as well as the push to get people back into offices will have a negative impact on disabled people.”
Another noted:
“The support I would need to work is not available. Doing a job is not just turning up, all the issues are linked for example, getting up, showering, getting dressed, getting to the workplace, with a health condition or disability all of these things are more difficult and require more support. They require social care support and access to work support and there are major barriers to both.”
There were many comments pointing out that employers are often unwilling to employ disabled people and there is still a great deal of discrimination in the jobs market.
“Realistically, when places are getting 1000+ applications for 1 job, why would they hire someone they need to make adaptations for when they can hire literally anyone else that applied?”

“Disabled people are facing discrimination in the workplace. Disabled people are often targeted for dismissal during cost cutting. Oftentimes disabled people don't have the right support due to a lack of disability competence of employers. We need to invest more into people knowing their rights e.g. to Access to work and employers should honour their duty to know about and help with this.”

Secondly, there were those who were scared the UK Government’s Pathways to Work proposals would force them into unsuitable employment, as refusal to accept any employment would result in their benefits being cut.  
“Potential cuts will mean I have to sacrifice some of the treatments that help me lead an independent life. Fear of being forced to look for work I’m not capable of doing safely without practical support and ignoring my conditions and need for support.”
“I have C-PTSD and struggle to live with the symptoms associated with this. Being forced into work would not take away my C-PTSD. I have tried to work many different times in my life, in many different ways. It has always resulted in a breakdown because no support or adjustments were ever provided. I am very afraid of that happening again.”
Respondents were scathing of the UK Government’s suggestion that threatening people’s disability benefits would do anything to help them into, or stay in employment. Respondents described their situations and fears:
“Cutting ADP would make me less likely to be able to remain in full-time professional employment, as I rely on ADP (as well as support from my employer and Access to Work) in order to manage the additional costs associated with being a disabled person in work.”
“If they don't address the systemic barriers and the change needed to support disabled people to sustain their jobs it will push more of us in to poverty and health deterioration with all the consequences following this decision. Employers discriminate towards disabled people due to our inefficiency in their eyes.”
“Disability benefits help me to stay as healthy as is possible for me, which in turn helps me to stay in work and actually claim less benefits than I'd otherwise have to for being out of work. Cuts to benefits are likely to plummet me headfirst into much worse health as I'd no longer be able to afford things like healthy pre-prepared food (I can't cook), which would lead to me being more unwell, potentially losing my job and dealing with further poverty. If I lose my current job I doubt I could find another that would give me the adjustments I need. I want to keep my job so badly!”
The UK Government’s proposals and actions have left disabled people angry and in despair as they fail to acknowledge the many barriers which lead to the disability employment gap remaining stubbornly around 31%.[footnoteRef:6] Furthermore, when disabled people are in work, it is often in part-time, underpaid work which results in a disability pay gap in Scotland of 18.5%.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  https://www.mygov.scot/helping-disabled-people-access-work. ]  [7:  https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/disability/articles/disabilitypaygapsintheuk/2021#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20Scotland%20had%20the,(%C2%A314.16%20per%20hour). ] 


ACCESS TO SERVICES AND SUPPORTS
The 2025 survey also investigated disabled people’s access to services and support. Again, there has been no progress made, with most categories showing stasis or a slight decrease in people’s needs being adequately met. 

	Needs not met or unable to access
	2025
	2024

	Mental health services
	89%
	89%

	Heath appointments and access to healthcare
	89%
	87%

	Money advice
	84%
	86%

	Advocacy inc. independent advocacy
	81%
	84%

	Home energy advice
	80%
	78%

	Information and advice
	78%
	81%

	Personal and/or social care
	75%
	67%

	Help from unpaid carers
	74%
	73%

	Housing/housing support
	69%
	65%

	Community-based services inc. peer support
	65%
	N/A

	Digital equipment, support and coaching
	63%
	N/A



One of the standout findings in this section is the large increase in people reporting they cannot access personal and/or social care to meet their needs: up from 67% in 2024 to 75% this year.
The survey asked respondents if they have contact with social care services, encompassing home care, telecare, self-directed support, day services, sheltered housing, residential or supported living, and 57% said they needed or used social care services.  However, when asked if the social care they received met their needs, 73% reported it did not meet their needs.
Not being able to access sufficient support has serious, knock-on effects as inadequate access to services results in a vicious cycle of people’s health and circumstances deteriorating, increasing the need for support. 
“I am pretty much house bound because I can’t access the social care support I need. I have wasted years when I was capable of doing more.”

The tightening of eligibility criteria is having a real impact. Some Local Authorities are now only providing social care to those assessed as having substantial or critical needs. As well as failing to embed prevention, this approach to assessment also fails to properly consider the cumulative impact multiple conditions and barriers can have on someone. As one respondent described it:
“I seem to "fall between the cracks" as I have multiple disabilities and health conditions but none on their own is severe enough, it's the combination of the mix and effect on each other. I am also scared to "push" too hard for support as I'm a single parent. I'm scared they will think I can't look after my child.”

That respondent also refers to another issue, namely, the stress of engaging with the social care system. The brutality of the system itself puts people off accessing support they could be entitled to, with several describing their hesitancy to engage with and put themselves into the system, having witnessed how appallingly friends or family members have been treated during the assessment process:

“I never thought I’d be saying that social work is worse than DWP. I think it seems worse because our expectations are that they should be our advocates and allies. Something has gone seriously wrong because they are no longer interested or focused on dignity and rights and instead want us to rely on support from partners or other family members- even when this leads to people having to give up work!”

The reduction in adequate access to healthcare surfaced relation to respondents’ key concerns for themselves and other disabled people (above, p.4). It is reiterated here with 89% of people reporting unmet need or inadequate access to healthcare. There are multiple barriers to accessing health care, such a transport and the bureaucracy in place for trying to access services. This is encapsulated by one survey respondent who noted:
“Health appointments - my condition affects my sleep but I’m expected to phone at 8am to make any appointments I need. I’m also often given hospital appointments that I can only get to by taxi which costs me £20 each way so £40 per appointment.”
Digital exclusion also remains a barrier to many people accessing the services they need. The shift to digital avenues often being the default to finding out about and initially contacting service, especially since the Covid lockdown, results in many not knowing what is available, or being frustrated in trying to engage with, services. 63% of survey respondents were unable to access the digital equipment, support and coaching needed to build their competence and confidence in using technology. 
This finding should be read in conjunction with the 58% of respondents who reported their phone or internet connection did not adequately meet their needs (above, p.8), to give the fuller picture of the digital exclusion still experienced by many disabled people.
  











DISABLED PEOPLE’S MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING
The lack of adequate access to mental health services was also a problem for 89% of respondents. This was investigated in more depth via several questions focussing on the availability and accessibility of mental health and wellbeing services and supports. 
When asked directly if they were able to access the support and services needed to support their mental health, 89% said they struggled to access them.

	Cannot / struggle to access service
	2025
	2024

	Child & Adolescent Mental Health services (CAMHS)
	88%
	68%

	Support from a mental health care worker
	86%
	72%

	Mental health in-patient services (e.g. admission to a psychiatric ward, eating disorder services)
	75%
	63%

	Local community group, e.g. GDA, Flourish House, GAMH
	65%
	64%

	Telephone helplines (e.g. Samaritans, Breathing Space)
	57%
	62%

	GP
	51%
	49%



With continuing cutbacks in services access to all, apart from telephone helplines, has become harder. Long waiting lists, especially for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services, and reduction in the number of other vital supports, such as link workers and CPNs, have had a significant impact. A separate question asked those who had stated they were on a waiting list for mental health support how long had passed since being referred: almost half (48%) of respondents have been waiting over a year. A further 29% had been waiting more than 6 months.
A sense of hopelessness of getting into the system or receiving support was evident in the comments, with many saying there seemed little or no point in being put on a waiting list. Again, some people were opting, out of desperation, to pay privately for what they would previously have received via the NHS. 
“I have paid for psychological counselling for the past four years myself because what was available to me on the NHS did not recognise my needs & the waiting time was unmanageable and unacceptable.”

This is not a viable route for many though. As one respondent explained:
“When I last asked my GP to refer me for mental health support I was told to try and access it via my employer as I'd be on a waitlist for months or longer. I do not have access to private healthcare via my employer.”
Community groups fare better in relation to being more accessible, but a significant number of comments were left about organisations being closed or reducing services and supports due to funding cuts and losing staff. The respondents to the survey were very aware of the insecure funding environment in which organisations are trying to operate, with some describing the effect it has when each time somewhere closes. One person described the impact the lack of certainty and consistency on the availability of support has:
“I can access services to get out of the house, but funding keeps being withdrawn. Each time this happens, fear of isolation sets in. I often lose the social connections I have made and have to start looking around for other services or groups I can attend…It appears that for one group to win, other groups must lose.”

DISABLED PEOPLE’S SENSE OF HAVING CHOICE AND CONTROL 
Having presented the 2025 survey’s findings so far, it will be no real shock that when asked if they feel they have choice and control in their lives, only 26% of respondents answered positively. Many people spoke about the lack of control they feel, and identified who or what they felt were in charge and limiting their choices. 
Some respondents said that being on benefits essentially means the government makes all their decisions for them, leaving little agency over what, and how much, they can do and how they spend their money. 
“Being on benefits means the government control my life. They decide if I am unwell enough to qualify for financial support, they decide how much money I receive, if any. I have to give them access to my bank accounts when they demand it. It’s a weird feeling. I feel self-conscious about what I spend money on. I feel constantly grateful (even though it is barely enough to live on) and afraid.”

“My health is not good. Everything feels precarious and my physical health is very effected by stress. So it feels like my ability to do anything is far too affected by people who don't know me but have huge amounts of power over my life…I just want a bit of security and safety, but that feels like it's out of my hands right now.”

Others spoke about being beholden to the schedule of their care providers. 
68% of people said they would need more support to have more choice and control in their lives. However, this is at a time supports are being cut. Increasingly, in social care assessments it is often only those deemed to be in substantial or critical need who are subsequently eligible for support. Those assessed with moderate or low needs will not get support, but intervening at these earlier or preventative stages could enable people to establish or maintain choice and control in their lives. Supporting people to engage in more activities and opportunities could, in turn, increase physical and mental health and wellbeing. 
Yet when asked about how often people were able to access various opportunities and activities the results highlighted a paucity of provision. This, in turn, impacts on disabled people’s wellbeing and sense of purpose.

	Needs not met / unable to access
	Figure

	Being involved in my local area community
	84%

	Cultural, leisure and social activities
	80%

	Opportunities to keep active physically and socially
	76%

	Opportunities to stay connected to others – friends, family and community
	72%





DISABLED PEOPLE AND DECISION-MAKERS
Through the survey we wanted to know how disabled people felt about their ability to have influence, and their views on those who are meant to represent us at the different tiers of control. This was especially pertinent given the UK Government’s actual, and expected further, reforms and cuts to disability benefits, as well as the upcoming Holyrood election in May 2026. 
The findings were dismal. The table, below, shows from the options of ‘yes’, ‘a bit’ or ‘no’, those who said they felt they had no ability to influence:

	Do you feel you can influence decisions in:
	No

	Your local area
	57%

	Scotland
	52%

	The UK
	76%



Many comments expressed frustration at contacting councillors, MSPs or MPs and getting automated responses, if any at all. Respondents described trying to engage with politicians over matters of importance, for example:
“I spent over a week writing an email to my MP about benefits cuts. It absolutely wiped me out, it pushed me past my limits. I got an automated reply that made absolutely no sense as a reply to what I'd written. He clearly never even read my email.”
“It’s challenging to influence decisions when you aren't being involved or asked.”
The despondency around having any influence mirrors responses to another question we asked around the UK Government’s benefits cuts and its stated commitment to consult with disabled people on any further changes. While 96% or respondents agreed this was very important, the comments left were caustic, making it clear no one had any faith in it being done in a meaningful way, if done at all, or that it would make any difference.
“I question the robustness of those consultations, who they will speak to, and how they will implement the data - since 2010, disability activists, organisations, public services and individuals have described exactly what will happen under austerity, and nobody listened.”
“It is a welcome commitment but, in my experience, more often than not it fails to do it properly. Consultation often does not consider the needs of disabled people, for example not meeting the needs of those with communication difficulties, such as lack of BSL interpreters, Easy-to-Read or Large-Print documents. I even attended one consultation where all the wheelchair-users were placed at the same table!!”

There were also withering responses when respondents were questioned on the level of trust disabled people have in decision-makers.  

	Low level of trust in:
	Figure

	Local Authority
	64%

	Scottish Government
	54%

	UK Government
	86%



We also asked whether disabled people thought decision-makers could be trusted to prioritise us. The resultant figures align with how disabled people in the survey are feeling now: that we are under attack, especially from the UK Government following the cuts to disability benefits and the accompanying narrative that has intensified. 

	Low level of trust in prioritising disabled people:
	Figure

	Local Authority
	71%

	Scottish Government
	60%

	UK Government
	88%



From the comments it is apparent disabled people feel decision-makers do not understand disabled people’s lives or forget disabled people even exist. 
“The vast majority of councillors, MSPs and MPs are currently able-bodied. Until they have a disabled constituent in front of them, I honestly think they forget we exist.”

For many of the respondents, this ignorance and thoughtlessness makes it easy for decision-makers to dehumanise and even demonise disabled people.
Disabled people feel attacked and worthless, made out to be benefit scroungers with those in charge starting from the default position that they are fraudulently playing the system. Respondents described feeling stigmatised and having to justify their existence. It can be summed up by the following comment:
“Being a disabled person right now in the UK is a hostile experience. The Government policies around benefits, the war being waged by DWP with assessments and UC elements and thanks to the press and media the way disabled people are described or illustrated is simply cruel. It's clear that the divide and conquer efforts are doing exactly that.”

In all the questions around ability to influence and levels of trust, the Scottish Government did fare better than the UK as a whole and local authorities and councillors. Scotland is a small country, and arguably people in Scotland feel closer to Scottish Government and MSPs with Westminster and its MPs seeming more remote. This could foster a greater sense of having the potential to influence. Also, being represented by eight MSPs as opposed to just one MP widens the opportunities of engagement. 
Many of the campaigns GDA members have participated in have been directed at the Scottish Government and this could also play a role in survey respondents feeling they have more influence and engagement with the Scottish Parliament and the decision-makers within it. This undoubtedly also contributes to the low levels of trust in MPs and sense of being powerless to influence the UK Government. The survey was ‘live’ as the Universal Credit Bill was making its legislative journey through Westminster, and GDA members had just undertaken a mass letter-writing campaign to their MPs expressing their outrage at the proposals. People would be completing the survey as it became apparent the UK Government was determined to make cuts to disability benefits regardless. 
That there was so little trust in Local Authorities is perhaps not surprising, given that many of the services disabled people rely on are delivered at that local level. Social care budgets have been slashed and, as highlighted (above p.15), 73% of survey respondents were not able to access social or personal care which adequately meets their needs.  Local Authorities, as the immediate funders and/or deliverers of social care services, are being blamed for the poor quality provision, although they would argue the culpability ultimately lies with the Scottish Government which allocates the local budgets. 

DISABLED PEOPLE’S BENEFITS
As mentioned, above, one of the reasons many survey respondents have so little trust in the UK Government, is the changes made to disability benefits. The level at which benefits are set is inadequate and, as confirmed by the survey, do not cover the additional costs incurred by being disabled. The hostility aimed at people on benefits has also increased, in the rhetoric used by some politicians and driven by much of the media and the rise of the far right. 
A false narrative of PIP or ADP being easy to get and people living lives of luxury on them has been allowed to take root. However, when survey respondents were asked how easy the application and assessment processes were to claim these benefits, 84% said they were hard to apply for and receive. As one survey respondent put it:
“It was a horrible, humiliating and traumatic process which made me relive my traumatic experience without the needed support afterwards. Making you focus on all the things you're no longer able to do put me in a very dark place.”
Other respondents described appalling treatment from the DWP and those carrying out assessment interviews. 
“It’s very traumatising having to go into so much detail and made me feel very ashamed that I can’t just be “normal” no matter how hard I try. Having to prove to people who aren’t even qualified and know NOTHING about your disabilities is beyond comprehension. Some have very ableist opinions and make that very evident in the way they speak to you.”
“The process itself was straightforward enough, but the 'advisors' were horrible, making me jump through hoops and humiliating me when I wasn't sure of something...one called me stupid, and hung up.”

Our survey also confirmed that poor decisions have been made on the basis of assessments, denying people benefits to which they are entitled. The question about this was not specific to DWP or Scottish Government and simply asked “Have you had to challenge a benefit decision?”. It is therefore not possible to provide the detail about the source of the benefits and related challenge.  However, one respondent described the impact of an error on the DWP’s part, leaving them with no money just as the Covid lockdown was imposed in 2020.

“GDA supported me to challenge this with DWP and I received a call to say that my benefits had been stopped due to an error. GDA supported me to get all the payments backdated but I would not have been able to do this without support. It was an extremely stressful situation, given the timing - entering lockdown with no money!”
Of the survey respondents who had challenged benefit award decisions, 77% had been successful with their challenge. It was described as “extremely stressful” to challenge a decision and many only do so with the support and guidance of services like GDA’s welfare rights advice, Rights Now or similar. 
The conversation around disability benefits has to change to signify that these benefits are a safety net which people need to be able to live a dignified life. Disabled people need to stop being made to feel they are, as survey respondents commented, “made to feel like a criminal” or “blaming every issue in our society on the disabled and making out we are benefit scroungers.”
Disabled people’s experiences of being ‘othered’ or discriminated against also came through strongly in two survey questions which asked respondents if the felt they had been treated differently or unfairly in the past because of:
a) Being disabled
b) Some reason other than being disabled
In response to the first question, 82% said they felt they had been treated differently or unfairly because they were disabled. 
A further 65% said they felt they had been treated differently or unfairly because of a reason other than being disabled. The most common reasons given for this treatment were, in no particular order:
· Race or ethnicity
· Being a woman
· Being LGBT+
· Being an older person
· Being overweight
CONCLUSION
Overall the results from the 2025 Survey present indisputable evidence of disabled people facing brutal and deepening poverty and being unable to fully access the services and supports they need to live a life of meaning, choices or dignity. At times trying to access these services was described as humiliating, traumatic and brutalising too. Decisions made, especially by the UK Government, have increased despondency and the sense of being forgotten and left behind. Structural inequalities embedded over decades are impacting on disabled people and there is a clear need for action now including making disabled people a target for anti-poverty work or poverty reduction. 

The impact as seen is extreme poverty, not being able to pay bills or afford vital provisions like food or independent living equipment; not being able to manage or cope with unexpected costs of £250; reduced opportunities and limitations on life outcomes in terms of not being able to afford to socialise or connect online, not being able to find meaningful employment or access support to find or maintain work; not being able to access support and services to maintain wellbeing, to stay active, connected or access green spaces; feeling no sense of autonomy choices or control in life including in decisions that affect them and plummeting trust in governments. Reduced participation and related isolation often stemmed from not being able to make the most basic decisions because social care support needs are not being met. 
None of this in inevitable.
Choices are being made which means that different and better choices could be made.  
Amongst this grim picture, some positives shone out from the survey. Respondents feel connected to GDA and appreciate the services and support we offer. The learning programme, wellbeing service and welfare rights advice are all valued with many respondents acknowledging how they have benefited from these. 
Other community groups and organisations also merited much appreciation, but what made GDA stand out is that it is a disabled people-led organisation which brings members together to make connections and share a common identity and purpose. The strength and value of peer support came across from the survey very clearly. Respondents spoke a lot about the importance of not feeling alone and the default understanding of the common barriers they each face as disabled people. It was evident many felt uplifted being involved with a disabled people-led organisation and being part of a bigger movement. One person described peer support as being more impactful than it’s ever given credit for, while another described it simply as “lifesaving”. 
Disabled people definitely are feeling fatigued and forgotten, but there is also a real desire and drive for change. It is clear that a lot of people are determined to keep fighting and demanding to be heard, and that anger and power can be harnessed to campaign for change as well as work collaboratively with others to take forward actions.
There is an opportunity here to build on the Disability Equality Plan in Scotland- but much, much more must be done. This work and related actions must extend across all of Scottish Government, to Local Authorities IJBs and wider services as well as building a more positive narrative about disabled people amongst the people of Scotland. 
As one respondent said:
“Twenty years ago we felt we were making progress but in 2025 we are further behind than when GDA started. Austerity, Covid and cost of living have happened and now the UK Government threats to disability benefits and the rise of the far right presents further threats to disabled people and others. If we are to learn anything from Covid it is that disabled people’s lives being less equal made us more vulnerable to inequalities including dying in higher numbers. If powerholders don’t act now, disabled people’s very lives are in peril.”
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