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Response by the Accounts Commission to the call for evidence by the Equalities and 
Human Rights Committee on the Gender Representation on Public Boards (Scotland) 
Bill. 
 
Introduction 

The Accounts Commission is the public spending watchdog for local government. We use 
our powers to hold local government to account and help it improve, and we assure the 
public about the performance of their council. While we are appointed by Ministers, we 
operate impartially and independently of councils and of the Scottish Government, and we 
meet and report in public. 

We consist of 12 members, including a Chair and Deputy Chair. Our gender make-up has 
changed significantly in recent years: currently it is seven men and five women; in 2013 it 
was ten men and two women. 

We have no comment to make on the Bill itself. Rather, in this brief response, we wish to 
help the Committee in its deliberations by offering some aspects of our own experience as a 
public body in committing to the Scottish Government‟s gender equality ambitions, by 
addressing two points raised by the Committee thus: 

 the impact, if any, for those public authorities responsible for encouraging and 
recruiting women to public boards as non-executive members;  

 the impact, if any, on people applying for an appointment as a non-executive member 
of a public board;  

Impact on the body 

We believe that we have had a successful experience of encouraging better diversity which 
has had a positive impact. Our most recent recruitment round in 2015 resulted in three 
women being appointed for three available positions. Our aim in the exercise was to 
increase the diversity of those applying for membership. It was recognised that this could be 
done without any significant change to the actual required attributes of members; rather, we 
aimed to direct the recruitment process to as wide an audience as possible by ensuring as 
much transparency as possible around our role and responsibilities. 

An inherent challenge for the Commission – in line with any public body – has been to 
ensure that our relevance to peoples‟ lives – and thus their understanding of the value of our 
role – is clear. To do so, it has been important that the Commission promotes to people the 
significance of its role in holding local councils to account for their performance. While the 
Commission was established in 1975 to „secure the audit of all councils in Scotland‟, its 
responsibilities have grown since then to incorporate much wider aspects of council 
performance, such as through our audit of councils‟ Best Value duty and our performance 
audit programme across local government (and indeed, in conjunction with the Auditor 
General for Scotland, across the public sector). Our current strategy commits us to ensuring 
that the service user experience is better reflected in our work. This in itself requires a much 
more vibrant interface with the public. 

To fulfil these responsibilities, we need a membership which reflects wide interests, 
balancing the wide range of aspects of applying accountability and encouraging 
improvement in public services. The Commission is committed to reaching beyond what 
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might be regarded as „traditional‟ constituencies of prospective members, an aim not 
particularly helped by the barrier of possible public perceptions of our name of the „Accounts 
Commission‟, which in itself may suggest a specific and narrow function. (It is perhaps worth 
noting that the accountancy profession itself has had a consistent underrepresentation of 
women: across the world the average percentage of female members of accountancy 
professional bodies only marginally increased from 33% in 2012 to 35% in 2016.1) 

We therefore shape the personal qualities, skills and experience required of members in the 
following categories: 

 Commitment to improvement 

 Securing accountability and improving governance 

 Communicating and engaging 

 Making and articulating judgements 

In our advert in June 2015 we specifically stated “whatever your background, if you are 
interested in this exciting opportunity, we would like to hear from you. The skills individuals 
have gained in the private or voluntary sector or as a user of council services are of 
particular interest”. 

In our 2015 campaign, we also developed outreach activities: we made current members 
available to speak to anyone who was interested in applying and deciding if it would be „right 
for them‟. Also, significantly, we put in place a series of events, known as „The Commission 
uncovered‟, open to anyone, which explained the role and activities of the Commission. 
Attendees were very diverse in their backgrounds and interests, and indeed at least one of 
those eventually appointed had attended one of these events. 

Most importantly, therefore, the Commission‟s experience suggests that by reflecting on their 
impact to the public, public bodies can shape their recruitment activities – crucially without 
significant resource implications – to „widen the net‟ of prospective candidates. 

We will apply the learning from our 2015 member recruitment round to the next round of 
recruitment of two members in Spring 2017. We are mindful of the challenge of maintaining 
a balance of skills and experience of members, remaining committed to addressing gender 
balance, and encouraging greater diversity of background of our members. 

Impact on members 

In aiming for a wider diversity of membership, the Commission is mindful of the support 
needed for those members. For example, we are currently considering a draft policy to 
support members who are carers, such as providing expenses for such members when 
undertaking Commission duties. This exercise has involved researching existing practice in 
this regard amongst public bodies. Our experience tells us that such practice is limited. We 
are also mindful, however, of the potential resource implications of such a practice on public 
bodies. This may therefore be an area that the Committee would wish to explore further. 
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