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State of Wales Briefing: Relative low income   

Key messages 

• 24% of people live in relative low-income households in Wales compared with 

22% across the UK as a whole. 

• The number of people living in relative low-income households in Wales has 

increased from 690,000 to 730,000 between 2011/12 to 2013/14 and 2015/16 

to 2017/18. 

• Households where not all working age adults are in work, social housing and 

private rental sector tenants, individuals with a disabled person in the family 

and families with three or more children are at an especially high risk of living 

on low incomes.  

How it is measured  

An individual is said to live in relative low income if their household income is less 

than 60% of the median household income, taking into account household size and 

composition. Relative low income can be measured both before and after the 

deduction of housing costs. The measure most commonly used is after housing 

costs, this is the measure that is used in this briefing.  

Why it matters  

Relative low income is the primary measure of poverty that is used in the UK and 

internationally. Understanding how many people are living on relative low incomes in 

Wales, and who they are allows us to gain a better understanding of extent to which 

poverty continues to be a problem. Given the long-term implications of poverty on an 

individual’s health, educational attainment and life opportunities, it is vital we have a 

clear understanding of how prevalent relative low income is in Wales.  

Overview  

Relative low income is a problem that is worsening in Wales. Whilst the proportion of 

people living on relatively low incomes has remained fairly steady at around 24% in 

recent years, the number of people living on low incomes has increased by 40,000 to 

730,000. Wales continues to be the UK nation with the highest percentage of people 

living on low incomes. The increase in the number of people living on relatively low 

incomes has been primarily driven by an increase in the number of working age 

adults and the number of pensioners living on low incomes with a modest reduction 

in the number of children living on low incomes over the same period.    
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Relative low income – whole population 

Percentage of people living in relative low-income households  

 

Source: Percentage of all individuals, children, working-age adults and pensioners living in relative 
income poverty for the UK, UK countries and regions of England between 1994-95 to 1996-97 and 
2015-16 to 2017-18 (3 year averages of financial years) via Stats Wales  

• The percentage of people living in relative low-income households in Wales 

has remained largely unchanged since 2011/12 to 2013/14 increasing slightly 

from 23% to 24%.  

• Only in London does a higher proportion of people live in relative low-income 

households (28%) than in Wales, with 24% of people in the West Midlands 

and the North East also living on low incomes.1

• Whilst the percentage of people living on relative low incomes has only 

increased slightly in recent years, the percentage of pensioners living in 

relative low-income households has seen a more significant increase, 

increasing by 5 percentage points over the same period.  

Number of people living in relative low-income households  

• Whilst the percentage of people living in relative low-income households has 

remained largely unchanged the number or people living in relative low-

income households has gradually increased from 690,000 to 730,000 people.  

• There has been an increase of approximately 30,000 in both the number of 

working age adults and the number of pensioners living in relative low-income 

households, whilst there has been a slight reduction of approximately 10,000 

in the number of children living on relative low incomes.  

• Working age adults account for over half the people living on relative low 

incomes in Wales.  
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Source: Source: Pensioners in relative income poverty by family type; Children in relative income 
poverty by family type and work status; Working age adults in relative income poverty by family type; 
People in relative income poverty by family type – all available via Stats Wales 

Relative low income – children  

• Children are the group most at risk of living in relative low-income households 
in Wales. 

• 29% of children living in Wales live in relative low-income households 
compared with 30% across the UK.2  

• Whilst lower than the UK and England average, the percentage of children 
living in relative low-income households in Wales is higher than in Scotland 
and Northern Ireland (24%).3 

• Some children face a higher risk of living in a relative low-income household. 
These include: 

Source: Children in relative income poverty by age of youngest child in family; Children in relative 
income poverty by number of children in the household; Children in relative income poverty by 
whether there is disability in the family (Equality Act definition); Children in relative income poverty by 
economic status of household; Children in relative income poverty by family type and work status; 
Children in relative income poverty by ethnic group of head of household – all available via Stats 
Wales  
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Characteristics of children who are at a higher than average risk of living on 
relative low incomes 2015/16 – 2017/18 

Living in a workless household   75% 

Living in social rented housing  56% 

Living in private rental housing  47% 

Living in a lone parent family  44% 

Three or more children in the household 40% 

A disability in the family 39% 

Living in a household where at least one but not all adults are 
working 

41% 

Youngest child in the family is between 0 and 4 years old 33% 

Living in a household headed by someone from a non-white ethnic 
group 

62% 
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Relative low income – working age adults  

• A higher percentage of working age adults live in relative low-income 
households in Wales (23%) than do across the UK (21%).4  

• Wales is the UK nation with the highest proportion of working age adults living 
in relative low-income households with England (21%), Scotland (20%) and 
Northern Ireland (17%) all coming in at the UK percentage or lower.5    

• Only in London is there a higher proportion of working age adults living in low 
income households (25%) than Wales, with the North East of England joint 
second with Wales.6  

• Some working age adults face a higher risk of living in a relative low-income 

household, these include: 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Working age adults in relative income poverty by economic status of household; Working age 
adults in relative income poverty by family type; Working age adults in relative income poverty by age 
of youngest child; Working age adults in relative income poverty by number of children in the 
household; Working age adults in relative income poverty by tenure type; Working age adults in 
relative income poverty by ethnicity of the head of household; Working age adults in relative income 
poverty by whether there is disability within the family (Equality Act definition); Working age adults in 
relative income poverty by type of employment – all available via Stats Wales  

 

Relative low income – pensioners   

• Pensioners are the group that are least likely to live in poverty in Wales. 

• A higher percentage of pensioners live in relative low-income households in 
Wales (19%) than do across the UK (16%).  

• Wales is the UK nation with the highest proportion of pensioners living in 
relative low-income households with England (16%), Scotland (15%) and 
Northern Ireland (13%) all at the UK percentage or lower.  

• Only in London (24%) is there a higher percentage of pensioners living in 
poverty than in Wales.  

• Pensioners are the age group that have seen the most significant increase in 
the percentage of people live in relative low-income households over the past 

Characteristics of working age adults who are at a higher than average risk of living 
on relative low incomes 2015/16 – 2017/18 

Living in a workless household  63% 

Living in social rented housing 54% 

A single working age adult living with a child   44% 

Three or more children in the household 41% 

Living in private rental housing  41% 

A disability in the family 32% 

Living in a single female household 32% 

Youngest child in the family is between 0 and 4 years old 29% 

Living in a household headed by someone from a non-white ethnic 
group 

29% 
 

Living in a household where one but not all working age adults work 28% 

Living in a single male household  28% 
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few years, with the percentage increasing in every UK nation bar Northern 
Ireland.  

 

Source: Percentage of all individuals, children, working-age adults and pensioners living in relative 
income poverty for the UK, UK countries and regions of England between 1994-95 to 1996-97 and 
2015-16 to 2017-18 (3 year averages of financial years) via Stats Wales  

• Pensioners living in social housing (30%) and in private rental housing (37%) 

face a significantly greater risk of living in relative low income compared with 

pensioners that are owner occupiers (15%).7 

• Other factors which increase the risk of children and working age adults living 

in relative low-income do not have as significant an impact on pensioners. For 

example, a pensioner with a disability in the family is at a lower risk of living in 

poverty (18%) than a pensioner without a disability in the family (22%).8  

  

0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 p

en
si

on
er

s

Percentage of pensioners living in relative poverty by region, 
2011/12-2017/18

2011/12 to 2013/14 2012/13 to 2014/15 2013/14 to 2015/16

2014/15 to 2016/17 2015/16 to 2017/18



6 
 

State of Wales Briefings 

 

This briefing is one of a series produced monthly on key topics produced exclusively 

for Bevan Foundation subscribers.  

Find out more about this and the other benefits we offer our subscribers by visiting 

www.bevanfoundation.org or email info@bevanfoundation.org.  

 

About the Bevan Foundation 

The Bevan Foundation is Wales’ most innovative and influential think tank. We 

develop lasting solutions to Wales’ most challenging problems.  

We are independent of government or any political party, and are funded by 

subscriptions, donations, grants from charitable trusts and foundations and 

commissions. 

   

 

 

 

 

We have made every effort to ensure that the data in this briefing is accurate and up 

to date at the time of writing. However, we cannot be held responsible for any error or 

omission in the briefing or change in the source data.  
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1 Stats Wales - Percentage of all individuals, children, working-age adults and pensioners living in 

relative income poverty for the UK, UK countries and regions of England between 1994-95 to 1996-97 
and 2015-16 to 2017-18 (3 year averages of financial years) 
2 Stats Wales (n1) 
3 Stats Wales (n1) 
4 Stats Wales (n1) 
5 Stats Wales (n1) 
6 Stats Wales (n1) 
7 Stats Wales - Pensioners in relative income poverty by tenure type 
8 Stats Wales - Pensioners in relative income poverty by whether there is disability in the family 

(Equality Act definition)  

                                                           

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Community-Safety-and-Social-Inclusion/Poverty/householdbelowaverageincome-by-year
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Community-Safety-and-Social-Inclusion/Poverty/pensionersinrelativeincomepoverty-by-tenuretype
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Community-Safety-and-Social-Inclusion/Poverty/pensionersinrelativeincomepoverty-by-whetherthereisdisabilityinthefamily

