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WOMEN AND GIRLS’ PARTICIPATION 

 
 
Summary 

Women are under-represented overall in Scottish politics, accounting for 36% of 

MSPs and 25% of councillors. However, the Cabinet is gender-balanced.  

 

Fewer women than men are employed, and women are more likely than men to work 

part-time. Gender segregation is still prevalent across both different industries and 

different occupations. Women are under-represented in both the Police and the 

judiciary.  

 

More women than men have a very strong feeling of belonging to their community. 

They are also more likely to attend cultural events or places, to take part in cultural 

activities, and to volunteer. 

 

School attendance does not differ significantly for girls and boys, but far fewer girls 

are excluded from school. Girls are less likely to think that their views are taken into 

account over what they learn at school, or over decisions that adults make that affect 

them. 

  

Key Figures 

 

 36% of MSPs are women 

 25% of councillors are women 

 46% of board members for public bodies are women 

 25% of the Scottish judiciary are women 

 The current gender employment gap is 7.4 percentage points 

 75% of part-time employees are women 

 30% of police officers were female in 2016 

 38% of women have a very strong feeling of belonging to their community, 

compared to 31% of men 

 More women (30%) than men (26%) volunteer 

 64% of women have a driving licence, compared to 75% of men 

 11 per 1,000 girls are excluded from school, compared to 42 per 1,000 boys 

 51% of girls believe that adults are good at taking their views into account 

when making decisions that affect them, compared to 58% of boys  



Current Position: Participation in Public Life  

 
Political participation 

Out of the 129 current Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs), 46 are female 

(36%).1 Half of the Cabinet are women (6 out of 12 members), and 7 of the 16 other 

Ministers.2 The current First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, is the first woman to hold this 

post (elected November 2014). Tricia Marwick, elected as Presiding Officer of the 

Scottish Parliament in 2011, has been the only woman so far to hold this post, out of 

5 Presiding Officers.3 

 

By way of comparison, 42% of Members of the National Assembly for Wales are 

women, and 30% of Members of the Northern Ireland Assembly. 32% of UK MPs are 

female (208 out of 650), which places the UK 38th out of 193 countries in the world in 

terms of the percentage of women in the national parliament.4 26% of permanent UK 

Cabinet members are female (6 out of 23) and 26% of the Members of the House of 

Lords (206 out of 791).  

 

At the EU level, 40% of UK Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) are female 

(29 out of 73) – slightly higher than the 36% of female MEPs overall.5 2 of the 6 

MEPs from Scotland are women.6 

 
 

29% of the candidates who stood in the 2017 UK General Election were women.7 

This was the highest proportion on record. The percentage of female candidates first 

rose above 10% in 1979, and above 20% in 2005. At least 3 candidates who stood in 

2017 were non-binary or gender neutral.8 The percentage of female candidates for 

each of the largest parties in 2017 were as follows9: 
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Party 
% women 

candidates in 2017 
General Election 

% women MPs 
elected in 2017 

General Election 

Labour 41 45 

Green 35 100 (1 MP) 

Scottish National Party 34 34 

Conservative 29 21 

Liberal Democrat 29 33 

Plaid Cymru 28 25 

UKIP 13 – (0 MPs) 

 
 
As of May 2017, only 2 MSPs were from ethnic minorities, and both were male.10 

The average age was the same for male and female MSPs: 50 years old. 

Information on other protected characteristics of MSPs is not published.  

 

In local government, 25% of councillors in Scotland are women.11 This is lower than 

in England (32%) or Wales (26%) and the same as Northern Ireland.  

 

80% of women say that it is important to vote in all three of local, Scottish Parliament 

and UK general elections, compared to 74% of men.12 

 

 
Representation in other areas of public life 

45.6% of board members for public bodies in Scotland were women at the end of 

2017.13 This was an increase of 0.5 percentage points from the year before, and an 

increase of 11.1 percentage points from 2004/5. The proportion of board members 

aged 49 and under reported also increased (from 15.9% to 17.8%), and the 

proportion of those that are lesbian, gay and bisexual increased very slightly (from 

4.0% to 4.1%). However, the percentage of board members that were disabled and 

those that were black and minority ethnic both fell (from 9.2% to 7.9% and from 3.6% 

to 3.2% respectively).  

 

The post of Permanent Secretary, which leads the Civil Service in Scotland, is 

currently held by a woman, and 3 of the 6 Director-Generals are women.14 

 

25% of the Scottish judiciary were women in 2017.15 10 of the 35 Senators of the 

College of Justice in Scotland are women (29%).16 The Senators are the judges who 

sit in the Court of Session and the High Court of Justiciary, Scotland’s highest civil 

court and its supreme criminal court. The UK Supreme Court has 3 female Justices 

out of 12 (25%).17 



 
As of 2016, Police Scotland reported that 30% of their police officers were female, 

and 34% of special constables.18 This represents an increase in the proportion of 

female police officers since 2013 (up from 28%) but a decrease in the proportion of 

female special constables (down from 37%). 63% of police staff were female in 

2016. 

  



Current Position: Participation in the Labour Market  

As of June 2018, 71.6% of women aged 16–64 in Scotland were employed.19 This 

was a slight increase of 0.3 percentage points from the previous year. 79% of men of 

the same age were in employment, representing a gender employment gap of 7.4 

percentage points. The gender employment gap for the UK as a whole was 

somewhat higher, at 9.1 percentage points. 

As the graph below shows, the employment rate for women has increased in 23 of 

the 32 local authorities since 2007.20 In 2017, women’s employment was highest in 

the Orkney Islands, Shetland Islands and Highland, and lowest in Dundee City, 

North Ayrshire and Glasgow City. 

Women’s Employment Rate (16-64) by Local Authority, 2007 to 2017 

Source: Regional Employment Patterns in Scotland: Statistics from the Annual Population Survey 

2017 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
552,000 women in Scotland have part-time employment – an increase of 12% since 

2008. The amount of men employed part-time has increased by 32% in this period. 

Men now account for 25% of part-time employees in Scotland. Women account for 

34% of self-employment, up from 27% in 2004. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2017, 66% of women aged 16–64 in households containing children were in work, 

compared to 65% of those without children.21 However, women of this age are more 

likely to work full time if there are no children in the household. 29% of women with 

children in the household work full time, compared to 45% without children at home. 

32% of women with children at home worked part time, compared to 15% with no 

children in the household. 

Gender segregation remains a persistent issue across many industry sectors and 

occupational groups in Scotland.22 Almost half of employed women over 16 in 

Scotland (46%) work in the Public admin, education and health sector, compared to 

just 17% of men (this is not the same as the public sector). In contrast, the 

percentage of employed men working in some areas is much higher than the 

percentage of employed women, such as in manufacturing (12% of men and 4% of 

women) and construction (12% of men and 2% of women). 

 

Moving from industries to occupations, a higher proportion of employed men are 

managers and senior officials, while a higher proportion of women than men are in 

personal service occupations23: 
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Women are less likely to be employed if they are disabled or minority ethnic. The 

minority ethnic employment gap is much higher for women than men; for women the 

minority ethnic employment gap was 23 percentage points and for men was 6 

percentage points. However, the gap between the employment rates for disabled 

and non-disabled people is lower for women (32 percentage points) than men (40 

percentage points).24 

 

 
Pregnancy and maternity 

11% of employed women in the UK who had recently had a child lost their job after 

telling their employer that they were pregnant, or while on maternity leave, according 

to 2015 research.25 9% of mothers said that they were treated worse by their 

employer on their return to work than before their pregnancy, and 1 in 5 reported 

experiencing harassment or negative comments relating to either their pregnancy or 

on their return to work. 

 

 

Trade union membership 

31% of female employees in Scotland were members of a trade union in 2017, 

compared to 25% of male employees.26 However, when examined by sector we find 

that women were slightly less likely than men to be trade union members in either 

the public (59% vs 61%) or private (14% vs 17%) sectors. The higher proportion of 

female than male employees who are trade union members overall is therefore 

influenced by the greater proportion of female than male employees working in the 

public sector, where trade union membership is far higher. 
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The proportion of female employees who were trade union members was higher in 

Scotland than for the UK as a whole: 26% of female employees in the UK were trade 

union members (and 21% of UK male employees).  

 

Trade union membership amongst female employees in Scotland increases with 

age, as the below table shows: 

 

Trade Union Membership as a Proportion of Employees in Scotland, 2017 (%) 
 Source: Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2018. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Female employees were more likely to be a member of a trade union if they were a 

manager, foreman or supervisor (38% of managers, 44% of foremen and 

supervisors, and 27% of female employees who were neither). A higher proportion of 

female employees with a disability are also trade union members than those without 

a disability (37% vs 30%); the same is true for men (27% vs 22%).27  

 Age 16–24 Age 25–34 Age 35–49 Age 50+ 

Female 
employees 

9.6 24.4 33.1 41.4 

Male 
employees 

- 24.7 27.5 29.9 



Current Position: Participation in Society  

 
Community 

Similar percentages of women and men have either a ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ strong feeling 

of belonging to their community (79% and 77% respectively), but women are 

more likely than men to say that they have a very strong feeling of belonging (38% 

vs 31%).28 

 

White women are more likely than women of other ethnic minority groups to have a 

fairly or very strong sense of belonging to their community (77% vs 61%).29 Women 

living in the most deprived areas are less likely than women living in the least 

deprived areas to have a fairly or very strong sense of community belonging (69% of 

women living in the most deprived quintile vs 83% in the least deprived quintile). 

 

Women appear to be less vulnerable to social isolation than men, particularly 

amongst those aged over 50.30 Scottish survey data from 2013 suggest that men are 

less likely to report high levels of social support or frequent social contact. However, 

gender patterns vary with age; women’s levels of social support tends to remain 

relatively stable as they get older while the proportion of men with limited social 

support increases. 

 

 

Volunteering 

In 2017, more women (30%) than men (26%) said that they had volunteered for 

groups or organisations in the last 12 months.31 These volunteering rates have 

remained relatively stable for the last 8 years. The differences between the 

percentage of men and women who volunteer was biggest with younger age groups: 

33% of women aged 16–24 had volunteered compared to 24% of men of the same 

age. For those aged 35–44, 38% of women volunteered, and 28% of men. As the 

graph below shows, this difference was smaller in other age groups and in the oldest 

group surveyed, those aged 75+, more men than women volunteered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Percentage providing unpaid help to organisations or groups in the last 

 12 months, by age, within gender  
 Source: Scottish Household Survey 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women who volunteered formally (for groups or organisations) were most likely to 

volunteer for children’s activities associated with schools (26%), youth / children 

(22%), health, disability and social welfare organisations (18%) and religious groups 

(17%). In comparison, 14% of men volunteered for children’s activities associated 

with schools. Men were most likely to volunteer with sport / exercise (coaching or 

organising) (23%), local community or neighbourhood groups (20%) and hobbies / 

recreation / arts / social club (20%).  

 

 

Cultural and outdoor activities 

More women than men attended a cultural event or place in 2017.32 86% of women 

attended a cultural event or place compared to 83% of men. Going to the cinema is 

the most popular form of cultural attendance for both women and men (60% and 

58% respectively had been in the last year). After the cinema, the most popular 

events and places of culture for women to visit were the theatre (38%), historic 

places (34%), a live music event (33%), museum (33%) and a library (32%). Fewer 

men than women went to the theatre (28% vs 38%) and the library (26% vs 32%). 

 

Women with a long-term physical or mental health condition were less likely than 

women without one to have attended a cultural event in the last 12 months (72% vs 

90%).33 

 

When asked about their reasons for not having attended a cultural event or place in 

the last 12 months, women were most likely to say that it was because they weren’t 

really interested (34%) or because their health wasn’t good enough (34%). A greater 

proportion of men than women said that they weren’t interested (46%), but fewer 



men gave poor health as a reason (25%). The cost of attendance being too much 

was a reason for not attending for 9% of women, down from 17% in 2013. 

 

Women with a long-term physical or mental health condition were also less likely 

than women without one to have engaged in a cultural activity in the last 12 months 

(87% vs 96%). Overall, however, more women than men had taken part in cultural 

activities, as the below table shows: 

 

 

Participation in cultural activities in the last 12 months by gender (% of all 
adults) 34 
Source: Scottish Household Survey 2017 

 

 Women Men 

Read for pleasure (not newspapers, magazines or 
comics) 

71 58 

Used a computer / social media to produce creative 
work of any kind 

26 29 

Crafts such as knitting, wood, pottery, etc. 26 8 

Dance 14 9 

Played a musical instrument or written music 9 15 

Photography / making films or videos as an artistic 
activity 

10 13 

Painting, drawing, printmaking or sculpture 16 9 

Creative writing 5 5 

Took part in a play / sang in a choir or other 
performance 

5 4 

Other cultural activity 3 4 

Participated in any (excluding reading) 57 50 

Participated in any (including reading) 83 73 

None 17 27 

 

Women are somewhat less likely than men to make frequent visits to the outdoors. 

51% of women reported that they visited the outdoors at least once a week, 

compared to 54% of men.35 

 
 



Transport 

Fewer women were found to have travelled the previous day, in 2017: 72% of 

women surveyed had travelled the previous day, compared to 75% of men.36 

 

64% of women aged 17+ hold a driving licence, compared to 75% of men. 

However, this gap has narrowed over time: the percentage of men with a driving 

licence has remained fairly steady (76% in 2007) while a larger proportion of women 

now hold a licence (59% in 2007). 

 

Women tend to use buses more frequently than men. 31% of women use the bus at 

least once a week, compared to 25% of men. This remains true of those aged 60+: 

39% of women aged 60+ have a concessionary bus pass and use it at least once a 

week, compared to 33% of men of the same age. 

 

Women are more likely than men to walk or catch the bus to work, while men are 

more likely to cycle or travel by rail: 

 
 
Usual method of travel to work (employed adults not working from home, %), 
2017 
Source: Transport Scotland, 2018. 
 

Source: 
Transport 
Scotland, 
2018. 
 

 

Walk Drive Passenger Bicycle Bus Rail 

Women 13 62 6 2 11 4 

Men 11 63 5 4 9 6 

 
 
23 sexual offences against women on the rail network in Scotland were recorded by 

the British Transport Police in 2017–18.37 This had risen from 19 the year before, but 

was down from 31 in 2015–16.38 

 
 
Language  

At the last census (2011), a marginally greater percentage of women than men in 

Scotland had no skills in English (4,707 women and 3,908 men). A slightly larger 

proportion of men than women could speak but not read or write English, however. 
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English language skills by sex (people aged 3 and over), 2011 39 
Source: Scotland’s Census 2011 

 

 
The census also found that there were 12,533 people aged 3 years and over who 

used British Sign Language (BSL) at home.40 This equated to 0.24% of the total 

population aged 3 years and over. 53% of these people were women, which is a 

similar gender split to the population as a whole. 80% of BSL users reported that 

they could speak English ‘very well’ or ‘well’, 10% ‘not well’ and 10% ‘not at all’. 

 

 
Education 

Average attendance at school does not vary significantly by gender at either 

primary or secondary level.41 However, significantly fewer female than male students 

were excluded in the 2016/17 academic year: 11 per 1,000 female students, 

compared to 42 per 1,000 male students. Data from 2014/15 shows that cases of 

exclusion increased for girls from more deprived areas, though.42 There were 21 

cases of exclusion per 1,000 pupils for girls those from the most deprived quintile, 

compared to 3 cases per 1,000 for girls from the least deprived (average was also 11 

cases per 1,000 in 2014/15). 

 

A recent survey found that 26% of female students at secondary school, college or 

university had experienced difficulty accessing sanitary products in the previous 

year, mainly either because they didn’t have the products they needed or because 

they couldn’t afford to buy them.43 Of this 26% who had experienced difficulty 

accessing products, 27% said that this had led to them missing school, college or 

university, while 60% had felt unable to concentrate while they were at their place of 

education. 

 
 
Young people’s participation  

Girls are less likely than boys to agree that adults are good at taking their views into 

account when making decisions that affect them.44 51% of girls in secondary schools 

agreed with this statement, compared to 58% of boys. Girls were also more likely 

than boys to say that they have little or no say over what they learn at school (60% of 

girls vs 51% of boys). 

 

 

 
No skills in 

English 

Understands but 
does not speak, read 

or write English 

Speaks but 
does not read 

or write English 

Girls and women 0.18% 1.94% 2.83% 

Boys and men 0.16% 1.9% 3.23% 



Impact of disability on day-to-day activities  

10.2% of women and girls were limited a lot in their day-to-day activities by a long-

term health problem or disability, according to the 2011 Census.45 A further 10.7% 

were limited a little. The proportions of women and girls who were limited in their 

activities increased with age. A higher proportion of women than men aged over 16 

were limited in their day-to-day activities, but amongst those under 16 more boys 

experienced limitations: 
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