


Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 
 
Universities Scotland members have long expressed concerns about the use of the Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) as the sole way of determining the sector’s progress on widening access, 
particularly that it does not pick up on all the work that the sector is doing (see, for example, the case 
studies in Universities Scotland’s Access All Areas report: http://www.universities-
scotland.ac.uk/uploads/ACCESS%20ALL%20AREAS%20final.pdf).   Universities Scotland also 
commissioned a literature review on widening access from CREID1, which identified issues with SIMD, 
noting that: 
 
‘there is widespread discontent about the use of SIMD as a measure for assessing progress in widening 
access, given the uneven spread of postcodes throughout Scotland and the reluctance of some prospective 
students to move from their home area.’ (page vi) 
 
‘It should be noted that in Glasgow City, around 48% of the population live in the 20% most deprived 
neighbourhoods […].  The equivalent figure for Renfrewshire […] which is near to one of the University of 
the West of Scotland’s campuses, is around 28%. Fife has around 19% of its population in the 20% most 
deprived […], whilst in Edinburgh City and Aberdeen City […] about 12% of the population live in the 
most deprived neighbourhoods. In Aberdeenshire, only around 2% live in the most deprived 
neighbourhoods.’ (page 13) 
 
‘SIMD is based on the area that the student lives in and does not necessarily equate to the socio-economic 
status of their family.’ (page 15-16) 
 
And, indeed the Scottish Government’s SIMD 2012: A National Statistics Publication for Scotland itself 
comments that  
 
‘The SIMD has been developed for the specific purpose of identifying small area concentrations of 
multiple deprivation. It is therefore appropriate to use the SIMD if your focus is on areas with high levels 
of multiple deprivation. 
 
‘However, it is important to remember that the SIMD identifies areas not individuals. If your focus is on 
all deprived people then a different approach needs to be taken. It may be possible to use the underlying 
data from one of the domains, rather than the overall index. However, as can be seen from Table 1.1 
below, not everyone living in a deprived area is deprived, and not all deprived people live in deprived 
areas – even when looking at individual domains. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1.1: Levels of income deprivation in Scotland’s 15% most deprived areas 
 

 Number of income 
deprived people 
 

Total 
population 
 

% income 
deprived 
 

                                                
1
 http://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/uploads/WideningAccessToHE-CREID.pdf  
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15% most deprived 
areas 

232,050 
 

742,210 
 

31.3% 

Rest of Scotland 468,430 
 

4,479,890 
 

10.5% 
 

All of Scotland 700,480 
 

5,222,100 
 

13.4% 

 
‘For example, out of the total population of Scotland of 5.2 million, about 700,000 (13.4%) are deemed to 
be income deprived on the SIMD income domain, and about 740,000 people live in the 15% most deprived 
datazones on the overall SIMD. However, these are not the same people. Only about one third (232,000) of 
income deprived people live in the 15% most deprived datazones, with the other two thirds (468,000) 
living elsewhere. So it is important to remember that the SIMD identifies multiply deprived areas – not 
everyone in a deprived area is individually deprived, and not all deprived individuals live in multiply 
deprived areas.’2 
 
We recognise that Scottish Government and SFC are committed to SIMD as a primary widening access 
measure, so continue to seek additional measures that can be used to supplement SIMD and give a more 
holistic picture.  As the CREID literature review3 comments: 
 
‘The diversity of the groups who remain under-represented in higher education, however, and the 
complexity of the factors which may hinder their educational progress, suggest that there is no ‘one-size-
fits-all’ solution to the persistent problem of widening participation in higher education, and no one single 
measure, be it SIMD or NS-SEC, which can be used with confidence to target those who might benefit from 
outreach activities and additional support.’ (page 25) 
 
Identifying other measures of widening access was a key recommendation arising from the literature 
review4: 
 
‘Universities Scotland and the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) should work to identify a small number of 
suitable measures for monitoring performance in widening access (to supplement the Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD)), given that the definition of widening access in the Post-16 Education 
(Scotland) Act goes beyond the scope of SIMD and that Professor Riddell’s report raises significant issues 
with SIMD as a primary measure and.  This work will be foundational for many of the other 
recommendations.’    
 
Subsequently, in 2013/14, a basket of measures was developed by Universities Scotland with support from 
a range of key stakeholders, and we had agreed to work jointly with SFC to implement these.  It was at this 
point that CoWA was announced, with at least part of its remit dedicated to studying the ways in which 
widening access are and could better be measured. Within its resources, the Commission was able to give 
this issue only limited attention and further work is needed. 
 

                                                
2
 SCOTTISH INDEX OF MULTIPLE DEPRIVATION 2012: A National Statistics Publication for Scotland, 18 December 2012, 

Scottish Government (http://22fa0f74501b902c9f11-
8b3fbddfa1e1fab453a8e75cb14f3396.r26.cf3.rackcdn.com/simd_448749_v7_20121217.pdf)  
3
 http://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/uploads/WideningAccessToHE-CREID.pdf 

4
 Action on Access, Universities Scotland, 2014, http://www.universities-

scotland.ac.uk/uploads/Widening%20Access%20recommendations.pdf  
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Measuring widening access in Scotland – developing a 

basket of measures (2013-14) 
 
In 2013 Universities Scotland commissioned a specialist task group1 to develop a basket of indicators that 
would enable the sector to measure progress in terms of widening access more effectively than the existing 
Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation and HESA Performance Indicators.  The range of possible 
indicators considered by the group is shown at Annex A.  The framework that was distilled from these 
ultimately included the following measures: 
 

 A measure of household income (seen to be a key indicator of deprivation – a direct measure 
does not currently exist, so we looked at Free School Meal recipients and Educational 
Maintenance Allowance recipients as proxies) 

 
 Low progression schools and low average attainment schools (for young students only)   
 
 Care leaver/looked after child status (or ‘care experienced’ more broadly) 

 
There were then other measures that were felt to be important, but that would require longer term 
development due to the lack of data availability. 
 

 Carers 
 Measures of rural disadvantage 

 
We recognised that Scottish Government and SFC were committed to the ongoing use of SIMD as a 
primary measure of performance in widening access, so the measures above were intended to supplement 
that and not replace it. 
 
Subsequently, we secured agreement with SFC to undertake joint work to develop this basket of measures 
into something useable by institutions.  Shortly thereafter the Commission on Widening Access was 
announced by the First Minister, with a remit for (amongst other things) considering the issues around 
data, performance monitoring and reporting etc.  We issued our work to the Commission and were invited 
to make a presentation to one of its technical groups.  

                                                
1
 Including representatives from the Open University in Scotland, Robert Gordon University, University of the Highlands 

and Islands, University of the West of Scotland, Glasgow Caledonian University, Queen Margaret University, Heriot-Watt 
University and the universities of Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh, Glasgow and St Andrews.  The group was chaired by 
Professor Craig Mahoney (Principal at the University of the West of Scotland), and expertise was drawn from the areas of 
widening participation, educational research, learning and teaching, planning, admissions and communications/marketing. 



Annex A: Range of possible widening access measures considered by US’ working group 
 

Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Measures based on individual characteristics 
 

Proportion of 
students from 
households 
with low 
household 
income 

 How much income the 
student's family has 
(e.g. income from 
employment/self-
employment, land 
and property, 
dividends, some social 
security benefits and 
pensions, and interest 
from bonds, trusts, 
banks/building 
societies and 
investments). 

 What constitutes 
‘low’ would need to 
be decided. 

 A very direct 
measure of poverty 
or lack thereof for 
most of the students 
it is available for. 

 Not all students disclose the 
information to SAAS, so 
there is a high ‘unknown’ 
rate.   It is likely that those 
students who do not disclose 
are on higher incomes, but 
this is not necessarily the 
case.   

 Only available part way 
through the admissions cycle 
and therefore potentially too 
late to use as contextual 
data so there might be little 
an institution could do to 
influence the statistic.   

 The definition of ‘household’ 
is different for different 
students depending on age 
and circumstances and 
therefore it is not necessarily 
comparable.  
  

 Available from 
SAAS for both 
part-time and 
full-time students 
(where data has 
been disclosed).  

  However, at 
present it is not 
available at the 
time of 
application and it 
might be difficult 
to change 
timescales to 
allow this.   

 Applies to all 
students 

 But 
definition of 
‘household’ 
is different 
for different 
students 
(e.g. for 
young 
students it 
considers 
parents, for 
mature 
students it 
only 
considers 
the student 
and any 
spouse).   



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Proportion of 
students who 
received free 
school meals 

 Children of families 
with low incomes (as 
determined by their 
eligibility for certain 
social security 
benefits) qualify for 
free school meals.  

 Proxy for low income 

 Pupils entitled to 
FSM are (mostly) 
those within families 
which receive Income 
Support or Income-
based Job Seekers 
Allowance, though 
some other children 
also qualify  

 Does not require a 
specification of what 
is ‘low income’ 
 

 Although school-level data 
are readily available to 
institutions, data on 
individual pupils is not, and 
this would need to be self-
declared.   

 Pupils may not wish to 
disclose this information. 

 Only relevant to young 
students. 

 Not all pupils who are 
eligible for FSM are 
registered and therefore 
receive them. 

 Scottish Government data 
show those registered for 
FSM and not those eligible 
for FSM.  This means that 
pupils who are eligible but 
not registered for FSM will 
be omitted from the 
statistics.  Local Authorities 
receive data which enables 
them to calculate eligibility, 
but this would need to be 
sourced separately if 
desired. 

 

 Information on 
individual 
entitlement to 
FSM would 
require 
declaration by 
student.   

 It would be 
possible to do this 
via application for 
PT students  

 we could make a 
case for this for 
UCAS for FT 
students.   

 At present, 
however, it is not 
available with 
application. 

 However, 
information on 
FSM rates at 
schools is 
available. 

 This is only 
relevant to 
young 
students. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Proportion of 
students in 
receipt of 
Educational 
Maintenance 
Allowance 
(EMA) 

 EMAs provide support 
for 16-19 year olds in 
school or college from 
families on low-
incomes. 

 Proxy for low income 

 Indication of low 
income 

 Does not require a 
specification of  what 
is ‘low income’ 

 

 Scottish domiciled only.   

 Applicants may not wish to 
declare.   

 Only relevant to young 
students 

 Information on 
individual 
entitlement to 
EMA would 
require 
declaration by 
student.   

 It would be 
possible to do this 
via application for 
PT students  

 we could make a 
case for this for 
UCAS for FT 
students.   

 At present, 
however, it is not 
available with 
application. 

 However, 
information on 
EMA rates at 
schools is 
available. 

 This is only 
relevant for 
young 
students 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Parental 
experience of 
HE 

 Identifies 
students who are 
the first 
generations in 
their families to 
go to university.   
 

 Long used as an 
indicator of widening 
access 

 Research shows that 
those without a 
family 'tradition' of 
going to university 
may face barriers to 
continuing in 
education that others 
don't - e.g. because 
they lack aspects of 
'social capital'. 
 

 Data is self-declared and 
difficult to verify, leaving it 
open to abuse   

 Optional question 
in UCAS 
application. 

 Could be included 
in application for 
part-time 
students.  

 Available at time 
of application.  

This is relevant 
to all students. 

Social class  Existing HESA 
Performance Indicator  

 Based on parental 
occupation 
/occupation of 
mature student 
according to National 
Statistics Socio-
economic 
Classification (NS-
SEC). 

 It gives some 
measure of 'social 
class', which is an 
important 
consideration in WP. 

 Considerable amount of 
missing data.   

 Open text comments which 
are open to different 
interpretations i.e. 
classification may not be 
accurate. 

 Self-reported and difficult to 
verify.   

 

 This is collected 
via the UCAS 
application form 
for full-time 
students  

 could be collected 
via application 
form for part-
time students.    

 Available with 
application  

 This is 
available for 
all students  

 Note :for 
young 
students it 
relates to 
parents’ 
social class 
& for mature 
students 
their own 
social class.  
  



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Looked after 
status (care 
leavers) 

 Whether a 
student had been 
looked after (i.e. 
in care) at some 
point in their life. 
 

 Many institutions 
have committed to 
supporting care 
leavers in their 
outcome 
agreements.  

 Care leavers have low 
progression rates to 
HE and this is 
therefore 
demonstrably a 
measure related to 
access. 

 Support for care 
leavers has a strong 
focus from Scottish 
Government, and 
there is much 
interest in supporting 
this group.   

 Data would help 
institutions to 
demonstrate the 
impact of any policies 
they might have to 
increase 
access/support for 
care leavers. 
 

 Some students will be 
reluctant to report their 
looked after status 

  Therefore, the number of 
students actually with 
looked after status is likely 
to be higher than the 
number reported.   

 Data does require 
verification as there is 
sometimes confusion about 
the UCAS question leading to 
false positives (in addition to 
under-reporting).   

 Optional question 
on UCAS form 

 would need to be 
included in part-
time application 
form (self-
declared).   

 For students who 
declare, it would 
be available at 
the time of 
application, but 
some students 
may not declare 
until later (if at 
all).   

 Relevant to 
young 
students.   

 May also be 
relevant to 
mature 
students. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Disability  Existing HESA PI 

 Data on disability 
(including the number 
of students in receipt 
of DSA) are collected 
and reported by 
HESA. 

 Data includes 
numbers of students 
with recorded 
disabilities, as well as 
something of the 
nature of those 
disabilities and 
number of students in 
receipt of Disabled 
Students Allowance 
(DSA). 

 This measure allows 
institutions to 
monitor the impact 
of policies designed 
to increase access to 
disabled students.  
Institutions can 
monitor rises in the 
number of particular 
types of disabilities, 
such as mental health 
issues. 

 Some outcome 
agreements are 
looking at monitoring 
the numbers of 
disabled students.  

 

 Disclosure is optional, so the 
number of students with 
disabilities may be higher 
than the number reported.  

 Encouraging students to 
disclose a disability may be 
difficult. 

 Available by UCAS 
application or 
part-time 
application.   

 However, some 
students may 
choose not to 
declare this until 
later (if at all).   

 Relevant to 
all student 
groups. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Carers  Identifies student 
carers (i.e. students 
with responsibility for 
providing regular and 
substantial care for 
one or more adult 
dependants). 

 There is some 
political interest in 
support for carers 
and young carers, 
and this may be 
growing. 

 Some institutions 
already focus on 
carers (e.g. those 
involved in LEAPS, 
and University of 
Glasgow, which has a 
policy aimed 
specifically at 
supporting carers), 
and this measure 
might help 
institutions to better 
demonstrate their 
commitment to a 
wider range of 
underrepresented 
groups. 

 Applicants are not asked to 
declare their carer status on 
the UCAS application form. 

 Data would be self-reported 
and would have to be 
verified. 

 ‘Carer’ would need to be 
well defined, and this has 
proved tricky in the past (e.g. 
in work undertaken in the 
college sector). 

 Data are not 
currently 
available unless 
collected by 
institutions. 

 It may be possible 
to persuade UCAS 
to add a question 
to the UG 
application form. 

 Institutions would 
need to ask part-
time and 
postgraduate 
students (and 
anyone else who 
does not apply via 
UCAS) to declare 
the relevant 
information. 

 This would 
work for any 
student 
carer who is 
prepared to 
declare their 
carer status. 

Measures based on school characteristics (young students) 
 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Proportion of 
intake from low 
progression 
schools 

 Identifies schools with 
a lower than average 
progression rate to HE  

 Low progression 
schools used to 
identify target schools 
in the Schools HE 
Programme (SHEP) 
funded by SFC.   

 Measures the 
percentage of pupil 
leaver destinations to 
HE, averaged over a 5 
year period, relative 
to the national 
average. 
 

 Ties in with SFC-
funded SHEP schools.   

 Clear identification of 
pupils for outreach 
activity.  

 Recognises barriers in 
schools. 

 Already part of 
national targets for 
outcome 
agreements. 

 Will not recognise students 
from WA backgrounds in 
schools with high 
progression to HE.   

 Not suitable for mature 
students. 

 Available by 
comparing UCAS 
application (or 
application for 
PT)  with SDS 
School Leaver 
Destination 
Return.   

 It is therefore 
available at the 
time of 
application. 

 This will 
work only 
for young 
students. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Type of school  Existing HESA 
Performance Indicator 

 Based on whether an 
applicant attended a 
state or an 
independent 
secondary school, etc. 

 Easy to obtain and 
indeed is an existing 
measure 

 More easily verifiable 
than many measures. 

 Independent schools 
arguably give 
advantage to their 
pupils (a higher 
percentage of HE 
students are from 
independent schools 
compared to the 
percentage of pupils 
educated in 
independent 
schools).    

 State schools vary widely in 
terms of their population.  
Many have only limited 
numbers of disadvantaged 
pupils. 

 Some pupils from deprived 
backgrounds will have 
scholarships to attend 
independent schools.  

 It is therefore a very blunt 
measure. 

 Given the controls on 
recruitment from Scotland 
and EU and the lack of 
controls on RUK students, 
the measure could be 
misleading unless it was 
limited to Scottish-domiciled 
applicants. 

 

 Available from 
the application 
form for all 
applicants. 

 Most 
relevant to 
young 
applicants. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Participation in 
a widening 
access 
programme 

 Has the student 
engaged in any 
universities' access 
programme or 
programmes? 

 This would show 
whether a student 
had undertaken an 
university widening 
access programme 
and had therefore 
met widening access 
criteria before. 

 There is an existing 
mechanism for 
collecting data for FT 
students.   

 Self-declared - possibility of 
false positives and missing 
data.   

 May be difficult to track why 
a student qualified for a 
particular programme.    

 Some school outreach 
programmes work with a 
range of schools, with a 
more targeted approach for 
widening access students 
and/or schools and therefore 
it might be difficult to 
distinguish.  

  Do all widening access 
students participate in a 
programme?   

 Variable criteria for different 
programmes.   

 Validation may be difficult  
 

 UCAS question.   

 It could be asked 
for part-time 
students in an 
application.   

 Relevant to 
all student 
groups, but 
some 
student 
groups likely 
to have 
more 
programmes 
open to 
them than 
others. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Proportion of 
pupils from low 
performing 
schools at 
National  4/5 

 e.g. rank schools 
by the 
performance of 
pupils at National 
4/5 and use 
quintiles 

 This would show a 
fuller picture of the 
school - because it 
would include the 
whole population 
and not merely those 
who remain post-16.   

 For S6 entrants, it 
might be possible to 
use data pertaining 
to their cohort. 

 Have to define low 
performing. 
 

 CfE means some pupils could 
skip Nationals, which might 
make results misleading.   

 National 4 and 5 are not 
university entrance 
qualifications and therefore 
might not be relevant.   

 

 UCAS contextual 
data service has 
some data for 
unis that choose 
to access this and 
otherwise SQA 
should be able to 
make data 
available for 
other institutions 
and part-time 
students. 

 Only 
relevant to 
young 
students.   

Proportion of 
pupils from low 
performing 
schools at 
Higher 
(H)/Advanced 
Higher (AH) 

 e.g. rank schools by 
the performance of 
pupils at H/AH and 
use quintiles 

 Used in some form 
already by e.g. St 
Andrews as part of 
contextual 
admissions data.   

 Can give a context for 
pupils' achievement.    

 Data won't correspond with 
the cohort of the applicant 
because of time lag. 

 UCAS contextual 
data service has 
some data for 
unis that choose 
to access this and 
otherwise SQA 
should be able to 
make data 
available for 
other institutions 
and part-time 
students. 

 
 

 Only 
relevant to 
young 
students. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Measures based on geographic areas 
 

Proportion of 
students from 
deprived areas 
as measured by 
SIMD domain: 
education, skills 
and training 

 SIMD has 7 domains: 
Employment; Income; 
Health; Education, 
skills, and Training; 
Geographic Access to 
Services; crime; and 
housing.  Is it more 
appropriate to look at 
most relevant of 
these e.g, education, 
skills, and training 

 Good coverage of 
students 

 more focused that 
SIMD. 

 Measures used to build 
indicator mostly focused on 
young students.   

 Only available for Scottish 
domiciled students.   

 Disadvantages of being area 
based rather than individual 
focused.  

 Scottish 
Government 
SIMD webpage.   

 May be possible 
to get UCAS to 
include in 
contextual data 
service.   

 Postcode based 
so available with 
applications 

 

 Could be used 
for all students, 
but given that 
measures used 
to build the 
indicator mostly 
focus on young 
students, it is 
questionable 
how relevant it 
is.   

Proportion of 
students from 
deprived areas 
as measured by 
SIMD domain: 
Income 

 SIMD has 7 domains: 
Employment; Income; 
Health; Education, 
skills, and Training; 
Geographic Access to 
Services; crime; and 
housing.  Is it more 
appropriate to look at 
most relevant of 
these e.g, income 

 Good coverage of 
students  

 More focused that 
SIMD. 

 Proxy for low 
income? 

 Only available for Scottish 
domiciled students. 

 Disadvantages of being area 
based rather than individual 
focused. 

 Scottish 
Government 
SIMD webpage.   

 May be possible 
to get UCAS to 
include in 
contextual data 
service.   

 Postcode based 
so available with 
applications 

 

 Could be used 
for all students. 



Measure Description Advantages Disadvantages Sources of 
information and 

when it is available 

Will it work for 
all students? 

Proportion of 
students from 
deprived areas 
as measured by 
SIMD domain: 
Employment 

 SIMD has 7 domains: 
Employment; Income; 
Health; Education, 
skills, and Training; 
Geographic Access to 
Services; crime; and 
housing.  Is it more 
appropriate to look at 
most relevant of 
these e.g, 
employment 

 Would show what 
the local area was 
like and might be a 
proxy for 
disadvantage. 

 Only available for Scottish 
domiciled students.   

 Has disadvantages of area 
based measures 

 Scottish 
Government 
SIMD webpage.   

 May be possible 
to get UCAS to 
include in 
contextual data 
service.   

 Postcode based 
so available with 
applications 

 

 Could be used 
for all students. 

Proportion of 
students from 
deprived areas 
as measured by 
SIMD domain: 
Geographic 
Access 

 SIMD has 7 domains: 
Employment; Income; 
Health; Education, 
skills, and Training; 
Geographic Access to 
Services; crime; and 
housing.  Is it more 
appropriate to look at 
most relevant of 
these e.g, geographic 
access.   

 

 Recognises 
disadvantage in rural 
and remote areas. 

 Already used by UHI 
because it is helpful 
for remote and rural 
areas. 

 Used on its own, it only 
reflects geographic access 
and does not address 
whether an applicant is 
otherwise advantaged or 
not, so it would probably 
need to be used in 
conjunction with something 
else.   

 Only available for Scottish 
domiciled students. 

 Scottish 
Government 
SIMD webpage. 

 Postcode based 
so available with 
applications 

 May be possible 
to get UCAS to 
include in 
contextual data 
service.   

 Could be 
used for all 
students.   

 Particularly 
relevant for 
rural 
students.   
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