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Introduction 
Women’s Enterprise Scotland (WES) collaborates in partnerships to create an entrepreneurial 

environment where women-led businesses can start up, flourish and grow, thus increasing the 

numbers of women led businesses and creating a pipeline of growing, sustainable businesses to 

boost the Scottish economy. WES welcomes that the Scottish Government believes that the current 

under-representation of women in decision making positions is not acceptable and decisive action is 

needed to redress the imbalance. 

Women‘s voices must be heard, and this includes the boardroom. Not only is this fundamental to 

equality and social justice, but there is a strong economic imperative for diverse boards. According 

to recent research, 1 in the UK, 330 of the FTSE 350 now have a woman on the board.  While this 

may be seen as progress, however, for the most part, these women are non-executive directors. Of 

the 1,050 companies studied in this research, in India, the UK and US, only 127 employed women as 

executives. 

Research in The Herald in 2016 revealed that just 15 per cent of boardroom seats among Scotland’s 

40 trading companies on the London Stock Exchange were held by women. Furthermore, there were 

only nine female executives employed in these businesses.2 

The economic case for gender equality is becoming more compelling as more evidence is gathered 

through research and monitoring and evaluation. Research by Catalyst found a 26 per cent 

difference in return on invested capital between those companies whose boards were 19 to 44 per 

cent female and those with zero female. 3  

While most of the research in this area has focussed on corporate boards, similar rules apply to 

public boards.  International evidence suggests that a lack of gendered power balance in the wider 

public domain ultimately has a major impact on equality of outcomes across government.4 

Points for consideration  
Impact on people applying for an appointment as a non-executive member of a public board. 

Cultural norms are dominant in Scotland and are often supported by widely held stereotypes about 

the skills, abilities and preferences of women and men. This leads to occupational segregation – both 

vertical and horizontal -  in the labour market which in turn contributes to issues such as the gender 

pay gap.5 Such segregation contributes to making women feel less confident in their skills and 

capacities as potential managers, leaders and potential board candidates, thus resulting in their lack 

of representation.6 When analysed more closely, it is likely that this is not an individualised problem 

of self-confidence but more an informed assessment drawn from a range of market signals 
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concerning women’s suitability and fit. The self and /or society-imposed structural constraints of 

women’s lives combined with negative stereotypes limit women in several ways. 7 

A study by Edinburgh Napier University8 indicated that women bring many benefits to organisations 

based on life experiences. These benefits included: less inappropriate risk-taking; a more ‘common 

sense’ and more open-minded approach; higher probability of deliverable results; different inter-

personal skills; and more engaging team-players. 

The study also highlighted three key areas of barriers for women to progress to board roles -  career 

continuity; a lack of confidence and a sense of under-valuing themselves; and lack of appropriate 

networking and mentoring, as a result of a lack of female role models.  

The Bill must recognise and accept the existence of these and other barriers for women, and 

propose a series of positive outcomes before it can be truly effective.  Section 5 of the Bill does 

outline how applications should be encouraged but guidance needs to go further to outline a more 

practical approach. 

Impact for those public authorities responsible for encouraging and recruiting women to public 

boards as non-executive members  

Public bodies should already be considering gender equality and therefore, gender balance on their 

boards, as part of their obligations to comply with the public sector equality duty. Public bodies are 

also required to publish their plans to increase diversity on their board. However, recent 

assessments by Close the Gap have shown disappointingly that public bodies are failing to comply 

with these requirements.9  This would suggest that public bodies need clear guidance and a more 

strategic approach to ensuring progress on the improvement of gender diversity on their boards.  

Also, it is important to monitor the gender composition of ‘executive’ committees/leadership bodies 

within larger boards. The key decision making capability is often vested in a small group of 

individuals, and boards operating with this kind of group structure should be monitored and 

required to report on gender equality. 

Multiple and varied voices have a wide range of experiences, and this can help generate new ideas 

about products and practices 10. Studies have shown greater gender diversity helps to unearth novel 

solutions and powers radical innovation 11 and that diversity of thought powers innovation. Also, 

businesses founded by women with previous entrepreneurial experience have been found to be 

more likely to innovate and invest in research and development.12 

A suggested method of encouraging more women may be a ‘pipeline’ approach which could target 

women at various stages of their employment journey.  This could include opportunities for women 

to get experience on work committees or charity boards. Setting up ‘junior’ or ‘apprentice’ boards, is 

also another way of developing confidence and board skills.   
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Over 90% of respondents in the Edinburgh Napier University study stated a need for more training 

and development to enable women to progress to board roles. It was felt there were four key 

themes to be addressed in a training package - basic business skills; boardroom skills; personal 

development skills; and personal practical skills for applying for roles. 

The Bill requires public boards to report on the operation of the Act, although Scottish Ministers 

can regulate how this should happen; what should any reporting requirements cover and why;  

Effective monitoring and reporting is crucial for measurement, evaluation and change. Action plans – 

some of which should already be present as a result of compliance with the public sector equality 

duty – should be achievable and measurable with timescales attached. A gender analysis of all data 

gathered within public bodies should be conducted to provide measurement against a set of agreed 

gender equality outcomes.  

Boards, too, should have clear actions plans set to achieve and maintain gender equality, with 

progress demonstrated over an agreed timeframe. If there are barriers to achieving this, boards 

should state those barriers clearly and if they require external support to deliver change. A national 

data ‘dashboard’ should be established to evidence progress at national, regional and sectoral level - 

also at FTSE 100, FTSE 250 and SME levels. 

Whether there should be penalties for non-compliance with the Bill and what these should be and 

why.  

Some level of penalties for non-compliance must be made in order to progress change in this area. 

Suggestions may include changing eligibility for some types of government support – e.g. receipt of 

economic development grants; access to government procurement contracts.  Possibly a system of 

financial penalties could be established which would ensure more respect for listed quotas.  There is 

already evidence that public bodies have failed to comply with the public sector equality duty 

requirements to publish board diversity data – with no sanctions being made against them -  

therefore, some penalties should be applied. 13 The pace of change is far too slow and, if no 

penalties are proposed, and no policing is planned for the implementation of the Bill, then it is 

unlikely that the situation will change quickly – if at all -  despite the Bill being a positive step 

towards addressing the lack of women on boards and women in decision making roles.  

Please tell us about any other comments you feel are relevant to the Bill. 

Public Boards should reflect the experiences and perspectives of its services and client users. Gender 

representation is important but a wider diversity is too, otherwise only white and non-disabled 

women will benefit from the widening of access.  

Other points for consideration towards the effectiveness of the implementation of the Bill include –  

 The need for more prescriptive guidance to be available to public bodies. 

 The application processes need to be examined and gender proofed – bearing in mind the 

barriers as highlighted by research.  

 Women need to be encouraged and supported to apply. This includes young women as it is 

important to develop a pipeline of young people through the system. 
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 Robust reporting mechanisms need to be in place, and any penalties enforced by a 

resourced and experienced organisation such as the Equality and Human Rights Commission 

Scotland. 
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