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WOMEN AND GIRLS’ JUSTICE 
 
 

Summary 
 
Similar proportions of men and women are victims of crimes, but far more men 
commit them. While women make up the majority of law students and solicitors in 
Scotland, they continue to be under-represented in more senior legal positions, 
including in the judiciary.  
 
While significant proportions of lesbian, bisexual and trans women experience hate 
crime, the vast majority of LGBT hate crimes go unreported. Normalisation of hate 
crime, hearing poor experiences of reporting and concerns that reporting could result 
in the victim being ‘outed’ are among the key reasons. 
 
A significant proportion of women in Scotland have experienced violence against 
women during their lives. Almost 1 in 5 have experienced partner abuse, with women 
with disabilities or long-term illnesses, those living in deprived areas, and bisexual 
and lesbian women more likely to experience partner abuse. Only a small proportion 
of incidents of partner abuse are reported to the police. 
 
Both court cases and convictions for rape or attempted rape are rising, but these 
continue to have the lowest conviction rate of any crime. 
 

Key figures 

 

• 19% of women in Scotland have experienced partner abuse since the age of 

16. 

• Women are five times as likely as men to have experienced indecent 

exposure, sexual threats and/or unwanted sexual touching. 

• 49% of the female victims of homicide in the last 10 years (aged 16-70) 

were killed by their partner or ex-partner 

• 21% of LGBT women experienced a hate crime or incident because of their 

sexual orientation and/or gender identity in the last year. 

• 81% of domestic abuse incidents recorded by the police have a female 

victim and a male accused. 

• Only 20% of domestic abuse incidents and 17% of incidents of forced sexual 

intercourse become known to the police. 

• 87% of those who experience serious sexual assault know the offender in 

some way, with 55% saying that the offender was their partner.  

• Women account for 18% of criminal convictions.  

• 30% of police officers are female. 

• 26% of the Scottish judiciary are women. 



WOMEN AND CRIME: AN OVERVIEW  
 
The latest figures from the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey show there is no 
statistically significant difference in the proportion of men and women who are 
victims of crime overall (13.9% of men and 13.0% of women, as of 2016-17).1 
However, far more crimes are committed by men – in 2017-18, there were 28 
convictions per 1,000 men in Scotland, compared to 6 per 1,000 women, with men 
accounting for 82% of all convictions where gender was known.2 The vast majority 
(88%) of violent crimes are committed by male offenders only. Women are less likely 
than men to have attended court, or had contact with the courts, in the last 3 years 
(19% of women, compared to 22% of men).3  
 
Adults in Scotland are most likely to report being worried about acts of fraud rather 
than other types of crime, and women worry more about this than men. In 2016-17, 
57% of women were worried about their credit or bank details being used 
fraudulently, compared to 47% of men, while 45% of women worried about identity 
theft, compared to 40% of men.4 
 
Women are much less likely to feel safe walking alone in their neighbourhood after 
dark (67% vs 89% of men):5  

These figures show an improvement from 2008-09, when 55% of women and 79% of 
men felt safe walking alone in their neighbourhood after dark, although the gender 
gap has narrowed only marginally. 
 
While women accounted for only 18% of convictions overall, they made up a higher 
proportion of convictions for shoplifting (30%), drunkenness and other disorderly 
conduct (31%), other crime (mostly public order offences) (33%), fraud (37%), ‘other 
non-sexual crimes of violence’ (49% – the vast majority of these being convictions 
for “cruelty to and unnatural treatment of children”), and ‘offences associated with 
prostitution’ (66%). 
Men and women are equally likely to be very or fairly confident that the Criminal 
Justice System is effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice (62% and 
63% respectively – this apparent difference is not statistically significant).6  
 
 

Police 
 
As of 2016, Police Scotland reported that 30% of its police officers were women, 
and 34% of special constables.7  
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This represents an increase in the proportion of women police officers since 2013 
(up from 28%) but a decrease in the proportion of women special constables (down 
from 37%). Overall, 63% of police staff in 2016 were women. 
 
Overall levels of confidence in the police were similar among men and women in 
2016-17, although when asked specifically about police in their own area, women 
were more likely to say that they were doing a good or excellent job (61% of women, 
compared to 56% of men). 8 Women were also more likely to have confidence in the 
ability of the police to respond quickly (66% compared to 61% of men).  
 
 

Women in Law 
 
In 2016-17, 60% of entrants to higher education courses in Law in Scotland were 
female (58% for postgraduate courses).9 The Law Society of Scotland also reports 
that female solicitors practicing in Scotland outnumbered male solicitors for the first 
time in 2015.10 As of 2018, 53% of solicitors were female.11 There is a higher 
proportion of women in the profession among the younger age group – in 2015, 64% 
of solicitors under the age of 40 were female.12  
 
However, women continue to be under-represented in more senior legal 
positions. Around 19% of female solicitors who completed their traineeship or 
apprenticeship more than 16 years ago are now equity partners, compared to 42% 
for male solicitors.13 Women account for fewer than 30% of partners in the Scottish 
legal profession, solicitor advocates, and advocates. 
 
At the highest level, 26% of the Scottish judiciary were women in 2018.14 This 
includes 10 of the 35 Senators of the College of Justice in Scotland (29%), who 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%).15 A more detailed gender breakdown of posts 
within the Scottish judiciary is presented in the graph below. 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Why are women underrepresented in senior roles? 
 
Members of the legal profession most frequently cite difficulty combining having a 
family with reaching senior positions as the reason for women being under-
represented in these senior roles. Unconscious bias and traditional networks and 
routes to promotion being male-orientated are the next most frequently cited 
reasons.16 
 
A far higher proportion of women than men working in the legal profession are the 
primary caregiver for child dependants, and 49% of women working in the legal 
profession in Scotland say that they would primarily take time off work when a child 
or other dependant is ill (compared to just 9% of men).17 Female solicitors in 
Scotland earn around 77% of their male counterparts, on average. 
 
With the exception of those who have been working in the legal profession the 
longest (31+ years), a higher proportion of women than men at all other career 
stages have considered leaving the profession in the last five years: 

• 35% of women considered leaving the profession due to a lack of 
opportunities (compared to 25% of men). 

• 26% of women say that they have experienced discrimination in the 
workplace (10% of men) 

• A third of women say that they have experienced bullying, harassment or 
sexual harassment (21% of men).  
 

 

Underrepresentation of women in senior roles in the legal profession – What 
can be done? 
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When those working in the legal profession were asked about changes that 
organisations could make to support more women reaching senior roles, 90% felt 
that greater acceptance of flexible working would be beneficial.18 Just under half 
also thought that unconscious bias training, more gender-neutral networking 
and client business development, and broadening performance metrics to include 
less visible activities including mentoring and recruiting would be helpful. 
 

 
  



FOCUS ON: LGBT HATE CRIME 
 
In 2017, 20% of respondents to the Scottish Household Survey who identified as 
lesbian, gay or bisexual said that they had experienced discrimination in the last 3 
years (compared to 6% of those who identified as straight), and 21% said that they 
had experienced harassment (6% for straight respondents).19 These estimates 
should be treated with caution, due to a fairly small sample of LGB respondents (130 
people, which does not allow for a reliable breakdown by gender). 
 
In 2017, YouGov, on behalf of Stonewall, surveyed 1,261 LGBT people in Scotland, 
and 20% reported that they had experienced a hate crime or incident due to their 
sexual orientation and/or gender identity in the last 12 months.20 This figure was 17% 
of lesbian, gay and bi people who weren't trans. The survey found that 21% of LGBT 
people in Scotland who identified as female had experienced a hate crime or 
incident, compared to 17% of those who identified as male. 
 
The survey asked about the following different kinds of hate incidents: 

• Being insulted, pestered, intimidated or harassed 

• Unwanted sexual contact 

• Being threatened with violence or use of force  

• Having the outside of your home damaged, or property damaged outside your 
home  

• Having your vehicle damaged (not including bicycles) 

• Having your property damaged or tampered with elsewhere. 

 
The survey also found that the vast majority of LGBT people in Scotland who had 
experienced a hate crime or incident did not report it to the police (87%).21  
 
The findings of the YouGov survey should also be treated with some caution, since 
this was not a random sample of the LGBT population. Participants were instead 
recruited through the YouGov panel, and via an open recruitment that circulated 
through a wide range of organisations, community groups and individuals. Of the 
1,261 respondents in Scotland, 52% were female (41% male, and 6% described 
their gender in a different way). The figures were weighted to take into account 
differences in the age and region of respondents compared to the overall population. 
 
The Britain-wide results of this Stonewall survey showed that LGBT people as a 
whole were more likely to experience hate crime or incidents if they are minority 
ethnic, disabled or belong to a non-Christian faith.22 Overall, 21% of LGBT people in 
Britain had experienced a hate crime or incident because of their sexual orientation 
and/or gender identity in the last year, as of 2017, but this rose to 34% for those who 
were minority ethnic, 30% for those of a non-Christian faith, and 27% for disabled 
LGBT people. 
 
In Great Britain as a whole, lesbians were more likely than bisexual women to have 
experienced a hate crime or incident (21% vs 14%).23 And 8% of LGBT women in 
Britain said that they had been the direct target of homophobic, biphobic and 
transphobic abuse online in the last month.  
 



Meanwhile, an online survey conducted in Scotland in 2016 by the Equality Network 
found that while only 2% of those identifying as lesbian were unsure that they would 
be able to recognise a hate crime, 27% were unsure that they would know how to 
report this crime.24 Again, this was not a representative sample of the population, 
and so figures should be treated with caution. 
 
Research has found that normalisation of hate crime (thinking that it is ‘not serious 
enough’); concern about wasting police time, that reporting hate crime could result in 
the victim being ‘outed’, or that it was unlikely to lead to a successful outcome; and 
hearing of previous, poor experiences of reporting, are among the key reasons that 
LGBT people do not report hate crime or incidents.25  
 
 

Underreporting of LGBT hate crime – What can be done? 
 
Consultation with LGBT communities suggests that the following would improve 
existing reporting strategies26: 
 

• Identify specific support needs of LBGT people, including improvement of frontline 
staff’s knowledge and understanding of intersections between identity 
characteristics and situational factors, and how this affects experiences of hate 
crime victimisation (as well as having more trained LGBTI Liaison Officers in the 
police force) 

• Better engagement of frontline practitioners with LGBT communities 

• Positive campaigns encouraging hate crime victims to report 

• Ensuring that hate crime awareness campaigns reach their target audience more 
effectively  

• Designing the location of third-party reporting centres, reporting pathways and 
procedures in consultation with LGBT communities 

• Clarity about the reporting process 

• Allowing anonymous reporting 

• Providing regular updates about investigations.  

 
  



FOCUS ON: VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS 
 
Women and girls suffer significantly higher levels of many forms of violence and 
abuse than men. They are twice as likely to have experienced partner abuse, seven 
times as likely to have experienced serious sexual assault, and five times as likely 
to have experienced indecent exposure, sexual threats and/or unwanted sexual 
touching.27 
 
The graph below shows that a significant proportion of women in Scotland have 
experienced violence against women during their lives (note: these figures are those 
who have experienced violence against women since the age of 16, so lifetime 
figures are likely to be higher). 
 

Partner abuse 
 
19% of women in Scotland (almost 1 in 5) had experienced partner abuse since the 
age of 16 as of 2014-15.28 This compares to 9% of men.  
 
Partner abuse is defined as: 

Any form of physical, verbal, sexual, psychological or financial abuse 
which might amount to criminal conduct and which takes place within the 
context of a relationship. The relationship will be between partners 
(married, cohabiting, civil partnership or otherwise) or ex-partners.29  

 
Young people aged 16-24 were the most likely to have experienced partner abuse in 
the last 12 months – 8% of women and 6% of men of this age group reported 
experiencing it. This figure fell to 4% for women aged 25-34, between 3% and 4% for 
those aged 35-54, and up to 1% for women aged 55+.  
 
This trend is generally consistent with other UK surveys, which find that women 
under 25 are at most likely to have experienced abuse in the past year.30 However, it 
is possible that this may reflect a greater willingness amongst younger women to 
disclose violence.31  
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Research conducted in the United States found that bisexual women were 
significantly more likely to have experienced rape, physical violence, and/or stalking 
from a partner during their lifetime than either lesbian or heterosexual women.32 
Lesbian women were also more likely to have experienced this compared to 
heterosexual women (61% of bisexual women, 44% of lesbian women and 35% of 
heterosexual women reported intimate partner violence).  
 
Women with a disability or long-term illness are far more likely to experience 
partner abuse than those without – 17% of women with a disability or long-term 
illness in England and Wales had experienced domestic abuse in the last year as of 
March 2018, compared to 6% of those without.33 
 
Women living in the most deprived areas are more likely to experience partner 
abuse – 24% of women living in the 15% most deprived areas of Scotland in 2014-
15 had experienced partner abuse since the age of 16, compared to 18% living in 
other areas.34 
 
On average, those who had experienced partner abuse since the age of 16 reported 
around two different types of physical abuse and around three different types of 
psychological abuse.35 Among those who had suffered abuse, women were more 
likely to have experienced some of the different kinds of partner abuse than men, as 
the below graph shows: 

 
Women are more likely than men to report psychological effects of the abuse they 
have experienced – 74% of women reported at least one psychological effect of 
abuse experienced in the last 12 months, compared to 52% of men. Low self-
esteem, depression and anxiety or panic attacks were the most commonly reported 
psychological effects, all experienced by a greater proportion of women than men. 
45% of women reported low self-esteem as an effect (compared to 27% of men), 
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and 37% reported depression (compared to 18% of men). 40% Of those who had 
experienced partner abuse in the last 12 months reported at least one physical 
effect, with no significant difference between women and men. 
 
Overall, women are more likely than men to consider their experiences of partner 
abuse in the last 12 months as a crime. Half of women (50%) viewed their 
experiences of physical abuse as a crime, compared to 12% of men. 26% of women 
viewed their experiences of psychological abuse as a crime, compared to 5% of 
men. 
 
Not all of those who experience partner abuse consider themselves to be a victim. 
57% of women who reported experiencing at least one type of partner abuse since 
the age of 16 said that they viewed themselves as a victim of domestic abuse. This 
figure was even lower for men, 23% of whom defined themselves as a victim.  
 
Reporting partner abuse 
 
Among women who had experienced partner abuse in the last 12 months, 68% had 
told someone (at least one person or organisation) about the most recent (or only) 
incident.36 This was lower for men, at 55% of those who had experienced abuse. 
Overall, people were most likely to have told friends (35%) and relatives (19%) about 
the most recent incident of abuse. 14% told a doctor, and 12% reported the incident 
to the police. When incidents where the victim hadn’t reported to police themselves 
are also included, 20% of those who had experienced partner abuse in the last 12 
months said that the police had come to know about the most recent incident in 
some way or another, with no significant difference between men and women. This 
is similar to the reporting rates for stalking and harassment (19%) and forced sexual 
intercourse (17%) in the same period, but lower than the average reporting rate for 
all crime included in the survey (38%). 
 
Among those who said that the most recent incident of partner abuse that they 
experienced was known to the police, 78% said it was reported as a crime; of these, 
36% said that the crime resulted in a prosecution. A small sample size means that 
these figures should be treated with caution, but this high attrition rate for domestic 
abuse offences in the criminal justice system is consistent with evidence from 
elsewhere.37 
 
When asked about the reasons for not reporting partner abuse to the police, the 
most common reasons given were that it was a private, personal or family matter 
(34%), that those involved had dealt with the incident (32%), or that the abuse was 
too trivial/not worth reporting (25%). Women were more likely than men to say that 
the abuse they experienced was too trivial or not worth reporting (32%, compared to 
17% of men), or that telling the police would make matters worse (18% of women, 
compared to 6% of men). 
 
Levels of partner abuse recorded by the police have remained relatively stable 
since 2011-12, with around around 58,000 to 60,000 incidents a year.38 Where 
gender information was recorded, 81% of all incidents of domestic abuse had a 
female victim and a male accused in 2017-18.39 A further 1% involved a female 
victim and a female perpetrator. Where the relationship between victim and accused 



was known, just over half of incidents (52%) were between current partners, with 
47% between ex-partners. 40% of the incidents reported in 2017-18 occurred within 
the victim’s home, and a further 19% in a joint home. 
 
 

Serious sexual assault 
 
As of 2014-15, 5% of women in Scotland had experienced at least one form of 
serious sexual assault since the age of 16 (0.6% for men; 89% of those who had 
experienced this were female).40 Men perpetuated the majority of serious sexual 
assaults: 94% of those who had experienced serious sexual assault said that the 
offender was male (98% for female victims). The risk of serious sexual assault since 
the age of 16 did not change between 2008-9 and 2014-15. 
 
Serious sexual assault is defined here as forced sexual intercourse, another forced 
sexual activity, or attempted forced sexual intercourse or another forced sexual 
activity.  
 
More than half of those who had experienced serious sexual assault (53%) said that 
the first (or only) incident they experienced happened when they were aged between 
16 and 20. Serious sexual assault was most commonly carried out by someone 
known to the victim – 87% of those who had experienced at least one form of 
serious sexual assault since the age of 16 knew the offender in some way, and 55% 
said that the offender was their partner.  
 
Victims of serious sexual assault were likely to report more than one incident. For 
example, 58% of those respondents who had experienced forced sexual intercourse 
since the age of 16 said that they had experienced more than one incident. 

The risk of having experienced serious sexual assault is also associated with 

available income – 7% of those who said that it would be 'a big problem' or 
'impossible' to find £100 to meet an unexpected expense had experienced serious 
sexual assault since the age of 16, compared to 2% of those who said that it would 
be ‘no problem’. 
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Research conducted in the United States found that bisexual women were 
significantly more likely to have experienced rape during their lifetime than either 
straight or lesbian women (46% of bisexual women, compared to 17% of 
heterosexual women and 13% of homosexual women).41  
 
There were 2,255 recorded incidents of rape and attempted rape in Scotland in 
2017-18.42 This represents a 20% increase from 2016-17, and a 99% increase since 
2010-11. It is important to note that this only indicates an increase in recorded 
incidents – we do not know whether there has been an increase in incidents 
themselves. It is likely that much of the increase in recorded incidents is driven by a 
greater willingness to report these crimes (including those that happened some time 
ago).43 Only 17% of those who report having experienced forced sexual intercourse 
since the age of 16 said the police were informed about the most recent incident.44 
The graph below presents the reasons why the police did not come to know about 
the most recent (or only) incident of forced sexual intercourse.  
 
Reasons the police did not come to know about most recent (or only) incident of forced 
sexual intercourse since the age 16, 2014-15 45  

 
Serious sexual assault in the courts 
 
More cases of rape or attempted rate are now being taken to court – 247 people 
were proceeded against in 2017-18, compared to 80 people in 2010-11.46 The 
number of convictions for rape and attempted rape has also doubled since 2010-11 
(up from 36 to 107 convictions). However, at a conviction rate of 43% in 2017-18, 
rape and attempted rape continue to have the lowest conviction rate of any crime. 
A much higher proportion of acquittals are also due to a ‘not proven’ verdict (rather 
than a ‘not guilty’ verdict) than for crimes overall – 35% of acquittals for rape and 
attempted rape, compared to 17% of acquittals overall. 
 



Sexual assault convictions have also risen significantly, from the ten-year low of 151 
in 2011-12 to 302 in 2017-18, with a conviction rate of 63% in the 2017-18. Again, 
there is a higher than average proportion of ‘not proven’ acquittals, at 33% of all 
acquittals of sexual assault charges in 2017-18. 
 
97% of people with a proven charge of rape or attempted rape were given a 
custodial sentence. The crime of rape or attempted rape has the longest average 
sentences (other than life sentences for murder), with an average of 2,567 days 
(seven years) in 2017-18. 
 
Attitudes to serious sexual assault 
 
The majority of people in Scotland think that rape by a stranger and within a 
marriage are 'seriously wrong', according to a survey conducted in 2014 (95% and 
93% of people, respectively).47 Fewer people felt that a husband raping his wife was 
'very seriously wrong', however (74%), than believed that a man raping a stranger 
was 'very seriously wrong' (88%). People were also less likely to say that the 
husband raping his wife caused the victim 'a great deal' of harm, compared to the 
harm caused when the rape was perpetrated by a stranger. 
Victim-blaming attitudes endure, with a significant proportion of people in Scotland 
believing that women are at least partly to blame for being raped in certain situations. 
Only 58% of people said that a woman wearing revealing clothing on a night out is 
‘not at all to blame’ for being raped, and 60% said the same of a woman who is very 
drunk. 37% of people also agreed that ‘rape results from men being unable to control 
their need for sex’. 
 
When respondents were asked about a scenario where a woman had first taken the 
man into her bedroom and started kissing him, fewer people felt that the man 
committing rape was seriously wrong. The proportion viewing the rape by a stranger 
as 'very seriously wrong' fell from 88% to 58%, and in the case of the husband's 
behaviour, from 74% to 44%. 
 
Some groups of people are more likely than others to believe that sexual violence is 
very seriously wrong. Women, younger people, those who had experienced some 
form of gender-based violence and those who did not hold stereotypical views on 
gender roles were all more likely to think that the husband raping his wife was 'very 
seriously wrong'. 
 

Other sexual offences 
 
As of 2014-15, 14% of women in Scotland had experienced indecent exposure, 
sexual threats and/or touching sexually when it was not wanted, since the age 
of 16.48 This compares to 3% of men. The offender was reported to be male in 93% 
of all cases; this figure rose to 99% when considering only offences committed 
against women.  
 
Indecent exposure and unwanted sexual touching were most likely to have been 
committed by someone the victim had never seen before (71% and 40% 
respectively), while sexual threats were most likely to have been committed by the 
victim’s partner (55%). 



 
There has been a significant increase in the proportion of ‘other sexual crimes’ 
recorded by the police that are cyber enabled.49 ‘Other sexual crimes’ include: 
communicating indecently, causing to view sexual activity or images, indecent 
photos of children, sexual activity with older children, sexual exposure, public 
indecency and voyeurism. Where identifiable, 79% of the victims of ‘other sexual 
crimes’ were female, in 2016-17, and 95% of the perpetrators were male. The 
internet was used as a means to commit the crime in 51% of cases in 2016-17, up 
from 38% in 2013-14. Cyber enabled crimes of communicating indecently and 
causing to view sexual activity or images are much more likely to involve younger 
people – the median age of victims was 14, and the median age of perpetrators was 
18. These compare to median ages of 23 and 36 respectively for crimes of 
communicating indecently and causing to view sexual activity or images that were 
not cyber enabled.  
 
 

Forced Marriage 
 
The majority of cases of forced marriage in the UK involve female victims (78%).50 
Cases of forced marriage are instances where the Forced Marriage Unit gave advice 
or support related to a possible forced marriage. There were 18 cases in Scotland in 
2017 (1.5% of the UK total).   
 
 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) 
 
We do not know how many women and girls in Scotland are affected by FGM. It is 
estimated that as of 2011 there were around 24,000 people living in Scotland who 
were born in one of the 29 countries identified as an ‘FGM-practising country’.51 
Communities who are potentially affected by FGM are spread across all local 
authority areas in Scotland, with the largest communities in Glasgow, Aberdeen, 
Edinburgh and Dundee. Between 2001 and 2012, 2,750 girls were born in Scotland 
to women born in countries where FGM is practised to some extent (with a five-fold 
increase in births per year within this period). However, we do not know how many of 
these women and girls have undergone FGM. 
 
It is illegal in Scotland to carry out specified FGM procedures, or to ‘aid, abet, 
counsel, procure or incite’ another person to commit FGM offences, whether or not in 
the UK.52 However, there have not yet been any convictions for FGM.53 
 
 

Murder 
 
For all homicides recorded in the last ten years, just under half (49%) of the female 
victims aged between 16 and 70 years were killed by their partner or ex-partner 
(compared to under 10% for men).54  
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