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Abstract 
The referendum on Scottish independence in 2014 was a historic possible tipping point in UK 

policy and politics. A record 88% of Scottish people turned out to vote, and 55% of them rejected 

independence, opting to remain in the UK. In contrast to the devolution settlement and the 

foundation of the Scottish Parliament in 1999, issues of gender equality did not feature highly in 

the debates surrounding the referendum. This paper analyses the role that gender played in the 

campaign, the role of politicians and grassroots organisations in 'feminising' the debate, the (lack 

of) gender focus in the policy issues presented, the role that gender and other social divisions 

played in the way people voted, and discusses the relationship between civic society (particularly 

equalities and feminist groups) and the political landscape of Scotland and the UK. It asks 

whether any lessons can be learned about mainstreaming gender equality in political 

campaigning and policy negotiations, and focuses particularly on the future of women politicians 

and feminist civic campaigners. 

Background 
A gendered perspective, and an explicit articulation of gender equality and gender justice have been 

largely absent from the current debates around constitutional futures in Scotland, in sharp contrast 

to their prominence in the run up to devolution in the 1990s (Bell and Mckay, 2013; Kenny, 2014).  

This meant that there was a distinctive feminist input into the institutional design of the Scottish 

Parliament.  The issue of gendered inequality has thus been part of a distinctive Scottish policy 

platform: indeed, many of the campaigns around devolution and the need for a ‘yes’ vote in the 

1997 devolution referendum hinged around the need to develop ‘Scottish solutions’ to Scottish 

social divisions, with women’s poverty and gender inequality becoming part of the Scottish policy 

‘problem’ platform, with policy makers asserting in 2003 that: 

“Inequality between women and men is both a widespread and persistent feature of contemporary 

Scottish society…in general women today still have less access to income and other material 

resources, less time that is their own, less political power and have a 1 in 5 chance of experiencing 

domestic abuse in their lives” (Strategic Group on Women, 2003: 6). 

The international evidence suggests that a universal approach to public services and  a commitment 

to equality, whether in legislation or as a constitutional aim is an important step towards protecting 

the rights of women.  For example, countries who score highly on the European Gender Equality 

Index often have legal rights to childcare and equality of access to training, political and economic 

power, and education in their constitutions (Walby, 2004; Pascall and Lewis 2008).  Universalism also 

facilittessocial cohesion – if everyone is entitled to benefits, there are no binary distinctions between 

‘welfare users’ and ‘welfare payers’ as it is assumed that everyone will both contribute to, and draw 



from, the welfare state.  The success of the Nordic countries' welfare systems has been based upon 

this idea.   

Moreover, in order to tackle the link between poverty and worklessness, countries need to  be able 

to link social security and taxation policies – for example to prevent low income workers being 

trapped on benefits because it does not ‘pay’ to work once taxes, insurance contributions, childcare, 

social care and transport costs have been taken into account. In the present situation, therefore, 

Scotland’s options to alleviate income inequality and poverty are somewhat limited in that their 

effectiveness is contingent on policies eminating from the UK level. Its ability to link economic 

growth to welfare spending – ie to generate and control the income needed to pay for social and 

welfare policies – is also limited to those policies formulated at the UK level. 

The current tranche of welfare reform and austerity policies set from the UK Government which 

apply to the whole of the UK, including Scotland, involve cuts to disability benefits, housing benefit, 

social care, child benefit, social security and others. This represents a sharp move away from 

universalism.  `Targeted and means tested benefits can in limited ways be more distributive and 

therefore, theoretically tackle inequality more effectively than universal benefits. However, they 

also have the result of stigmatising welfare recipients – and the current language of ‘welfare 

dependency’ versus ‘hard working families’ makes it clear that Westminster favours creating 

disincentives to use state services and benefits wherever possible. 

‘Welfare reform’ and ‘austerity’ has significantly affected some groups of women, particularly low 

income women, disabled women and mothers (particularly lone parents). 78% of the direct cuts to 

spending have been borne by women, with, for example, lone parents losing 15% of their income 

(Pearson and Elson, 2015). With no constitutional protection against the gendered impact of policy 

changes in Scotland or the UK, the timing of the referendum on Scottish independence meant that, 

theoretically, opportunities to address the political and constitutional system that allowed threats to 

public services, jobs and welfare that affected women’s autonomy. 

In the areas where Scotland has, since devolution, had control over social policy, there are some 

indications that it favours a universalist over a targeted approach to welfare. Policies such as 

universal access to free personal care, free prescriptions, and free higher education are designed to 

create social cohesion, although, they do disproportionately benefit the well off over poorer sectors 

of society. They are also designed to avoid the stigma associated with accessing welfare.  However, 

in the countries with the most effective family policy structures in terms of achieving gender 

equality, that gender inequality is higher amongst higher earning groups but lower amongst those in 

lower earning groups.  The opposite pattern is found in 'liberal' welfare states such as the UK 

(Mandel, 2011).   

What was offered in equality and fairness terms if Scotland had voted Yes 
There were some interesting commitments in the White Paper ‘Scotland’s Future’, but some 

important questions left unanswered. 

 “Independence will provide the opportunity to create a fairer, more equal society built around the 

needs of citizens” (Scottish Government, 2013: 134).  The evidence suggests that small, economically 

strong states with egalitarian outcomes (particularly Norway, Denmark and other Nordic states) 

have both the principles of universalism built into their constitutions, and the mechanisms for 

delivering social justice (Borchorst, 2009).  Gender equality is a motivating factor for the 

implementation of paternity leave in Nordic countries (Haas and Rostgaard, 2011), for example, and 

Denmark's constitutional commitment to equality has facilitatated policies that have decreased 



gender inequality (Gullov, 2012).  There was a commitment from the Scottish Government  that 

'Social rights embedded in a constitution will put questions of social justice at the forefront of the 

work of Scotland’s Parliament' (Scottish Government, 2013: 153).  However, there are few details of 

how a constitution could be worked out that, for example, guaranteed women’s equal 

representation in all areas of public life, or gave guaranteed access to social rights.  However, the 

White Paper does recognise some of the important policy issues concerning inequality that it 

promises to address. 

For example, there was recognition that current welfare reforms being imposed on Scotland have a 

disproportionately unfair effect on some sections of society, particularly women: 'the Scottish 

government’s recent analysis concludes that women will also lose out because of how the universal 

credit system in particular is structured' (Scottish Government, 2013: 155).  The white paper set out 

immediate priorities such as “restoring the ability of claimants to receive individual support rather 

than single household payments....benefitting 880,000 individuals, many of them women....and  

equalise the earnings disregard between first and second earners...which will be of particular benefit 

to women”  (Scottish Government, 2013: 159). It is important to recognise that women’s economic 

independence plays a vital part in achieving equality, and this is not just through women’s 

participation in paid work, but also that their roles as parents and carers needs to be recognised and 

valued.  However, the White Paper did not outline how it would achieve this. 

The white paper recognised that 'Extensive provision of early learning and childcare is a hallmark of 

some of the most advanced and successful countries today'  (Scottish Government, 2013: 192) and 

argues 'independence ....will...substantially bolster the financial case for a transformational change 

in childcare provision' by investing in a 'universal system of high quality early learning and childcare'  

(Scottish Government, 2013: 193)   Scottish parents pay 27% of their household income on childcare 

as compared to the 12% average in OECD countries and it is recognised that “independence will give 

us the opportunity to invest more in the supply of services rather than subsidising demand”  

(Scottish Government, 2013: 194). This commitment to an infrastructure that research indicates  

would result in better outcomes for children, for working parents, create jobs, create wealth that is 

spent in the local economy, addresses child poverty and leads to improved educational attainment. 

But the model proposed still was based on one parent working part-time during school hours, so 

unless there is wrap-around childcare as well then working parents, particularly women, would have 

been be stuck in part-time work with lower wages and fewer prospects for career development.  In 

terms of gender equality, the main basis of the white paper's proposals are rooted in ideas 

associated with liberal welfare states (Saxonberg, 2013).  Although there are signals towards a more 

social-democratic approach in the form of supply-side funding for childcare, the fact that a largely 

'liberal' approach was advocated suggests that the opportunity to bring about a welfare system and 

that encouraged greater gender equality was always going to be limited (Mandel, 2011; Mischke, 

2011; White and Friendly, 2012). 

From a feminist perspective, the white paper made some welcome moves in the right direction but 

could not be considered as anything like a blueprint for a more gender equal society.  The proposals 

on welfare, as argued by Eiser et al (2014), were not that far removed from welfare reform 

undertaken by the UK Government, albeit more progressive in their proposed implementation.  

Furthermore, wider institutional and constitutional committments that could have potentially 

'feminised' an independent Scottish state were completely missing (McBride and Mazur, 1995). 

Countries with a good record on tackling income and gender inequalities tend to have welfare 

systems based on universal entitlements based on citizenship rights and a commitment to greater 

equality.  Furthermore, the state itself has to be structured in such a way where feminist actors are 



given the opprtunity to shape policy and implement gender mainstreaming across government 

departments.  Independence alone would therefore not have been enough if the constitutional and 

governance arrangements are not built on these principles and acted upon these ideas. 

The campaign and the way it reached out to women 
The Better Together campaign launched its advert targeted at undecided women voters 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLAewTVmkAU, and unleashed a storm of protest from the 

media (see http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/scottish-independence/scottish-independence-

patronising-better-together-ad-campaign-takes-internet-roasting-9694952.html) and on Facebook 

and Twitter (#PatronisingBTLady).  

The advert featured a homemaker and mother who couldn’t make up her mind how to vote and was 

not interested in politics, seeing it as a male preserve. The line “My Paul is worse than the telly these 

days. He will not leave off about the referendum! He started again first thing this morning; ‘Have you 

made a decision yet?’ I was like, ‘It’s too early to be discussing politics, you eat your cereal’,” was, 

according to the advert’s director, based on real interviews with real women who were undecided. 

In the end the woman decides to vote no to avoid the risks of a Yes vote. 

This depicted women as: 

• Primarily homemakers and seeing politics as a male domain 

• Uninformed and uninvolved in the issues raised by the referendum 

This is probably the case for a lot of women in Scotland: women are still the largest part of the 

‘undecideds’. The combatative nature of the public debate generally is seen as a turn off for women 

voters, as this Twitter quote shows: @blairmcdougall: "Have sat in a *lot* of focus groups with 

undecided women voters over last 2 years. They cannot stomach shouty Salmond. #bbcindyref". The 

Better Together advert was an attempt to move away from the interpersonal clash between 

Salmond and Darling and appeal to the ‘average’ woman. 

However, it is in stark contrast to a similar film launched by the Women For Independence group: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8GE_4ieyBf0. This is a collection of real women, not actresses, 

voicing their view that voting in the referendum is important, that women’s voices have not been 

prominent in the debate. They argue that it is time for women to ‘step up’ and get involved, and 

start by voting in the referendum. They do not try to persuade voters to vote No, but simply to vote.   

This reflects the fact their view that more power to Scotland would involve more women directly 

involved in politics, and the evidence bears this out: At the moment the Scottish Parliament has  45 

women MSPs (out of 129 = 35%) and Westminster has 147 women MPs (out of 650 = 23%).  This is 

mostly to do with the fact that the two largest parties in the Scottish Parliament, the SNP and 

Labour, have 17 and 18 women MSPs respectively. However, the position of women in *power* is 

more revealing. The Scottish Cabinet has 4 (out of 11) female Cabinet Secretaries, and 5 female 

junior ministers (out of 13). The Coalition cabinet at Westminster, following the 14th July reshuffle 

now has  5 women cabinet ministers out of 27 (in the previous cabinet there were four women out 

of 27). Moreover, there are more high profile women in the Scottish Cabinet who attract and 

mentor other female politicians, which is a demonstrated way of getting more women into 

Parliament, than there are at Westminster. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLAewTVmkAU
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/scottish-independence/scottish-independence-patronising-better-together-ad-campaign-takes-internet-roasting-9694952.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/scottish-independence/scottish-independence-patronising-better-together-ad-campaign-takes-internet-roasting-9694952.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8GE_4ieyBf0


The Women for Independence film. depicts women as: 

• Varied, of different ages and backgrounds 

• Informed, engaged and politically involved. 

Both the Yes Scotland and Better Together teams, following the lead of the Deputy First Minister 

also made an effort to engage directly politically engaged women, for example through the 

Women’s Cabinet event http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-27087347, and 

through events targeted at women such as the roundtable event Women’s Voices, Scotland’s Future 

hosted by the Association of Chief Officers of Scottish Voluntary Organisations 

www.bloglovin.com/blog/11525631, at which Nicola Sturgeon’s opening remarks “I can’t help but 

think if more Parliaments looked like this room[ie filled with a majority of women] the world would 

be a much better place” drew a rousing cheer. 

The vote  
According to the Ashcroft poll published the day after the referendum 

http://lordashcroftpolls.com/2014/09/scotland-voted/ , 56% of women voted no (compared to 53% 

of men). 47% of No voters cited uncertainty and their principle reasons for voting no, particularly over 

the economy, currency, EU membership, pensions, and so on. No crystal ball could have removed 

uncertainty on the former – for every economist predicting economic disaster for an independent 

Scotland, there was one predicting a stronger welfare state and sustainable economic growth. But 

certainty on the latter issues could have been achieved with a pre-referendum agreement between 

Westminster and Holyrood that failed to materialise. Scotland, particularly Scotland’s women, 

remained unsure about the future. 

However, social divisions other than gender were far more apparent in the voting patterns –in areas 

with relatively high unemployment, 51% of voters voted Yes; whereas the average in areas of low 

unemployment the average Yes vote was 39%. Geographical socio-economic factors also were 

evident: the four local authorities with a majority yes vote (Dundee (57.3%), West Dunbartonshire 

(54.0%), Glasgow (53.5%) and North Lanarkshire (51.1% - all areas with the highest unemployment 

count and areas of multiple deprivation. The four local authorities with the highest proportion of No 

votes (Orkney (67.2%) and Shetland (63.7%), Scottish Borders (66.6%) and Dumfries & Galloway 

(65.7%) are all areas with relatively low levels of unemployment and multiple deprivation, and all bar 

Shetland had relatively high numbers of older people (73% of over 65s overall voted No). 

So the poorest people voted for an independent Scotland, as did the young (71% of 16-17 year olds – 

first time voters – voted Yes). Moreover, 25% of No voters believed that further powers would be 

devolved to Scotland in the event of a No vote. Over 2 million voters wanted policy decisions for 

Scotland to be taken in Scotland. 

A desire for significant change that went unheard. 

Scotland’s Future: a fairer society? 
Or did it? 

It is impossible to imagine Scotland’s political and social future being the same.  

In the 36 hours after the referendum result was announced, over 4,000 disaffected Labour members 

switched their membership to the Scottish National Party (it is now the third largest party in 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-27087347
http://www.bloglovin.com/blog/11525631
http://lordashcroftpolls.com/2014/09/scotland-voted/


membership in the UK with over 100,000 members), and the Green party and Scottish Socialist Party 

also report a significant rise  in membership.  

If the Scottish Nationalist Party are going to remain the leaders of a campaign that is now focused 

around a fairer future for Scotland rather than independence, it is clear that their mandate will be 

much stronger if they can maintain the disparate elements of the Yes campaign with them: the 

disaffected Labour voters wanting to get rid of the Conservatives at Westminster, the Greens, the 

feminists, those concerned with the future of welfare and the NHS, and those believing in localisation 

of government and bringing politics and policy closer to the people. Their mandate to achieve a fairer 

Scotland would also be hugely strengthened if they could bring a proportion of the disaffected No 

voters as well as the Yes voters with them.  This would probably involve a shift of their political focus 

and priorities away from full independence at all costs, and towards a greater focus on social justice 

for Scotland, addressing some of the key issues that voters on BOTH sides of the referendum debate 

thought they were voting for: A commitment to social justice; A commitment to equality; A 

commitment to universal welfare provision; A commitment to sustainable, green economic growth; A 

commitment to tackle poverty, health inequality, and social division; A commitment to invest in the 

infrastructure of Scotland’s economic future, including investing in childcare and long-term care 

services;  and greater involvement in civic society in the process of politics. 

If there had been a Yes vote, there would have been a clear path to a more participatory style of 

governance in Scotland which would have benefited women and possibly led to greater equality. The 

White Paper on the possible constitutional settlement explicitly promised that the third sector 

(including women’s groups) The Scottish Government has always engaged with interest groups and 

civic society more comprehensively than its Westminster counterpart and there were clear indications 

that this path would continue to be followed in the negotiations up to full independence – moreoever 

equality and fairness were to be at the heart of Scotland’s Constitution. 

However, we now have a No vote, and the Smith Commission on Scotland’s constitutional future had 

cross-party membership, but no direct civic involvement, and no commitment to gender equality. The 

resulting proposals devolved disability benefits but not the crucial levers needed to tackle the 

structural causes of women’s poverty and inequality in Scotland. The chance to harness the energy 

and commitment to a better, fairer future for Scotland’s women demonstrated by groups like Women 

for Independence and Mums for Change has been lost. Scotland does not need to be independent to 

work for a fairer future for its citizens: it would have resulted in powerful policy levers to achieve 

change, but it was never going to be a magic bullet to a feminist (or socialist) utopia. So, with the 

option of independence now off the table, can a new kind of civic-led politics emerge? Can society – 

particularly women’s groups - seize the day and work for their vision of a fairer future for Scotland? 

Or will we be returning to ‘male pale and stale’ politics? 

What does a No vote mean for gender equality in Scotland? 
In the run-up to the referendum, the three main Pro-UK parties made a so-called ‘vow’ regarding 

further devolution if Scotland voted No.  Soon after voting had taken place, Prime Minister David 

Cameron announced the creation of a commission to look at what powers could be devolved.  The 

commission, chaired by Lord Smith of Kelvin, was subsequently dubbed the Smith Commission and 

reported in November.   

The proposals in the Smith Commission involved cooperation and agreement between the Scottish 

Greens, the SNP, Labour, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats.  For the Scottish Greens and 

the SNP, the proposals represent a step on the journey towards independence.  For the pro-UK 

parties, the proposals are a compromise over reports that they all issued in advance of the 



referendum regarding their individual proposals for further devolution which would have formed the 

basis of possible manifesto pledges for the 2015 General Election.   

The Smith Commission reported in a very short space of time (around two months).  Indeed, this has 

resulted in a significant amount of criticism given that the issues under discussion were very complex 

and the process was not as consultative and open as it could have been because of time pressures.  

The report was very much politically motivated as opposed to being designed as an enduring 

constitutional settlement for Scotland which would ensure the integrity of the UK in the long-term.  

This meant that a range of voices, including feminist voices, were asked for their input into the 

process but could not possibly have had a significant impact.  Nevertheless, the report and thus the 

proposals for further devolution do contain recommendations that could impact on gender equality 

in Scotland.  The four key areas of interest are political representation, administrative devolution of 

welfare, equalities, and fiscal devolution. 

 

Representation 
The report recommends the devolution of powers in relations to elections that affect it, namely 
Scottish parliament elections and local council elections (Smith Commission, 2014: 13).   This would 
seem to open the door to the possibility of gender quotas.  However, the regulation of political 
parties is to remain a reserved issue (Ibid.) and so it is unclear how exactly how quotas would work 
in this regard.  There could not be regulations stipulating parties reform their constitutions in order 
to make sure they have 50:50 balance, although this may be achievable in another, less explicit, 
way.   
 
The Scottish Government has already announced that 16-17 year olds will be able to vote at the 
2016 Scottish election in the same way that they could vote in the independence referendum.  There 
is also a cross-party campaign entitled 50:50 which aims to see measures taken in order to ensure 
more women are elected to parliament.  The Smith proposals do not, however, devolve sufficient 
power in order to enforce the parties to take up measures that would ensure more women do take 
up seats in parliament.  
 
Welfare  
One area of debate in the run-up to publication of the Smith report was the devolution of welfare 
and social security to the Scottish Parliament.  Although negotiations led to some agreement to this 
end, a move to devolve Universal Credit (UC) to Scotland was vetoed by the Department of Work 
and Pensions.  However, the ability to administer (as opposed to legislate) on UC was devolved.  This 
was a disappointing development for a number of organisations in the third sector, including the 
feminist organisation Engender who stated that although Smith contained positive proposals from a 
feminist point of view, the lack of equalities devolution and the partial devolution of welfare means 
that much work needs to be done (Engender, 2014).    UC will therefore remain as a reserved benefit 
(Smith Commission, 2014: 18), but the Scottish Parliament will have the administrative power to 
vary elements within the wider UC system (Ibid.).  For example, the frequency of payments, single 
household payments and payments to landlords can all be varied.   
 
The Scottish Parliament should, in theory, be able to vary Universal Credit (UC) in order to make it 
less regressive towards women, as outlined above. The ability to alter plans for single household 
payments, for example, would, presumably, prevent payments all having to go to one person which 
would have a disproprortionate affect on women. However, the balance of power is very much with 
the UK government given that Parliament remains sovereign and the relationship at a Joint 
Ministerial Committee level is one where Scottish ministers are subservient UK ministers in terms of 
the final say.  Indeed, the draft clauses that were written up by the UK's Civil Service and based on 



the Smith report do suggest that an informal veto will reside with the Secretary of State for Scotland 
(Harvey, 2015).  The power to vary the remaining elements of UC and the earnings taper will remain 
reserved, as will criteria surrounding conditionality and sanctions (Smith Commission, 2014: 
18).  There is therefore limited scope to make UC less detrimental to women as the main levers of 
this benefit remain reserved.    
 
The report outlines a number of benefits that should be devolved to the Scottish Parliament 
(Ibid.).  Benefits for carers, disabled people and those who are ill (for example, carers allowance and 
Disability Living Allowance).  Considering the vast majority of social policy surrounding the regulation 
and delivery of care and disability is already devolved, the Smith report recommendations provide 
for a more coherent and joined-up approach towards cash payments from the state.  This will give 
the Scottish Parliament the capacity to engineer a Scottish 'model' in terms of its approach.  The 
potential for further policy divergence in the future is therefore more acute. 
 
However, because there is no mention of the devolution of tax credits, then the capacity to use this 
system as a means of providing more generous subsidies for childcare is limited, if not non-
existent.  Although the cost of childcare in the UK is actually comparable to countries like The 
Netherlands and Belgium, the amount of money given to parents as a subsidy for such services is 
much lower.  Paragraph 54 devolves the capacity to create new benefits in areas of devolved 
responsibility, as well as the capacity to make discretionary payments.  There is therefore capacity to 
create schemes to help pay for the cost of childcare, although the Scottish budget is almost certain 
to face acute pressures for the foreseeable future and so any extra assistance in this regard is almost 
certain to be limited.  Although the Scottish Government is committed to increasing the number of 
free childcare, the capacity to shift towards a more 'Nordic' model of supply-side provision is 
extremely unlikely given that welfare has not been fully devolved.  Future Scottish Governments are 
therefore bound to work within the current system, perhaps aspiring to create more generous 
childcare subsidies. 
 
A range of other benefits are set to remain reserved (Ibid. 19).  These include maternity allowance 
and Statutory Maternity Pay.  Presumably, the shared parental leave that is soon to be rolled out is 
also unaffected by the Smith Commission's report.  Although greater flexibility around parental leave 
is welcome, evidence from states with the parental leave outcomes that can be considered the most 
gender equal have a distinctive 'carrot and stick' approach which is absent from the UK 
Government's proposals.  Furthermore, parental leave and childcare cannot be seen as independent 
of one another if the purpose os such policies is greater gender equality.  Redrawing the balance 
between work and care (i.e. providing the opportunity for more mothers to work, and 
simultaneously bringing fathers into the care economy on an equal basis) requires control and 
sycronisity between a whole range of policy areas (i.e. parental leave, childcare and employment, to 
name but a few).  This is not forthcoming in the Smith report. 
 
Equalities 
Both equalities legislation (Ibid. 20) and the minimum wage are to remain reserved (Ibid.).  This 
restricts the capacity of feminist organisations to lobby for more gender equal practices across the 
economy and wider society, although the capacity to introduce gender quotas on public boards is to 
be devolved.  The minimum wage is also reserved, meaning that wages for the lowest paid, the 
majority of whom are women, cannot be raised in order to help tackle in-work poverty.  The report 
recommends the devolution of all currently reserved tribunals (Ibid. 21), meaning that regressive 
practices surrounding the rights of workers to take their employers to tribunal can, in theory, be 
reversed.  Again, because women make up the majority of the lowest paid, this is welcome news. 
 
Fiscal matters 



The report outlines the increased fiscal accountability of the Scottish Parliament, including the full 
devolution of income tax and a portion of VAT (Ibid. 25).  Although the fiscal basis of Scotland has 
been increased quite considerably, credible estimates of how much of its budget the Scottish 
Parliament is now responsible for range between 30% and 40%.  The Smith report states that the the 
Barnett formula is set to remain for the calculation of the remainder of the budget which would 
accrue via the block grant.  In theory, this means that if the Scottish economy can generate more 
income tax and have a knock-on effect on the amount of VAT, then that revenue can be used to 
improve public services.  This assumes, however, that the Barnett floor is not altered in any way. 
 
There is therefore a real incentive for the Scottish Government to try and increase maternal 
employment rates.  This would lead to higher income tax yields which could then be used in manner 
of ways to support childcare services for working mothers, such as reinvestment in childcare 
infrastructure or raising childcare subsidies.  However, if income tax yields decrease, then this would 
lead to spending reductions.  The cloth cuts both ways in this regard.  It is up to feminist 
organisations to lobby for these services to be placed higher up the Scottish Government's list of 
priorities in order to mitigate against this possibility. 
 
Borrowing powers have also been recommended (Ibid. 26), meaning that infrastructure investment 
can be secured in order to increase the possibility of future economic growth.  There is no reason to 
suggest that framing investment in gender equal terms couldn't lead to investment in care 
infrastructure, such as childcare facilities.  This could occur in a number of different ways, whether 
investment in new buildings, existing buildings, equipment or staff.  Assuming that tax devolution 
means that the Scottish Parliament can grow its budget, such investments would be sensible policy 
options for future Scottish Governments.   
 
The report also recommends that the Scottish Parliament improve its fiscal scrutiny capacity (Ibid. 
27).  It is crucial that this scrutiny takes on a gendered focus, at least in part, in order to expand on 
the work done by the Gender Budgeting Group into fiscal matters.  There is the capacity for a more 
explicit 'state feminist' approach in the context of the Smith recommendations, although there are 
important and significant constraints.   
 

 

A gendered analysis of the post referendum political landscape in Scotland 
One of the first things that arguably changed the gendered nature of the political landscape was the 

resignation of Alex Salmond as First Minister and his replacement with Nicola Sturgeon. Sturgeon 

has always been seen to be more left-wing and more overtly feminist than Salmond, and her first 

cabinet was the first 50/50 gender balanced in the Scottish Parliament. When asked the standard 

“but isn’t it patronising to have women there that aren’t on merit” question by a reporter she 

replied that no-one ever asks if the men are there on merit. Similarly, no questions have been asked 

about why it took nearly 15 years since the creation of the Scottish Parliament to achieve a 50/50 

cabinet or why positive action was needed. 

It is clear from the growing numbers of women joining grassroots organisations such as Women for 

Independence and Radical Independence that women’s engagement in civic society has increased, 

and that the new social movements borne from the independence referendum from those who 

were in favour of independence continue to work towards their goals (which are not always about 

Scottish independence). For example, the ability of Women for Independence to mobilise 

academics, journalists and activists was key to successfully voicing their opposition to the building of 



a large single women’s prison which would have taken female prisoners far away from their families 

and communities. 

However, that grassroots political activism has yet to translate into political participation. Only 28% 

of Scottish candidates in the forthcoming general election are women (17% of Conservatives, 26% of 

Labour, 27% of Liberal Democrats, 36% of SNP and 42% of Greens). The SNP has no positive 

measures in place as yet to increase women’s participation, although the growth in its membership 

has come more from women than men (at the time of the referendum it was 33% female and this 

has now risen to 44%).  There is at present a campaign led by Labour and the Greens for all political 

parties to aim for 50/50 representation, which is opposed by the Conservatives and not officially 

supported by the SNP or Liberal Democrats. 

Women are historically more likely to put themselves forward for election when they are 

encouraged to by mentors, particularly female mentors. It is therefore particularly key that the 

visibility of female political leadership in Scotland (where the leaders of the SNP, Conservatives, Co-

Convenor of the Greens and deputy leader of the Labour party are all women) is much higher than it 

is at Westminster – where there are only 5 Cabinet posts held by women. Westminster historically 

also has a much more adversarial reputation and rigid party structure than Holyrood, making it 

difficult for non-elites generally, and women in particular, to break in. Larger numbers of parties 

involved in government due to proportional representation rather than a first-past the post system, 

a parliamentary system built to allow coalition governments and consensus-building, rather than 

adversarial politics are also features than can support women’s increased political participation. It is 

therefore possible that we will see greater numbers of women entering the Scottish parliament in 

2016 than Westminster in 2015. 

Women also face difficult decisions about balancing caring commitments with working in elected 

offices and it is noteable that the countries with gender equality in elected members of parliament 

are countries which have equality built into legislation covering all sections of society, substantial 

investment universal childcare and longterm care services, universal welfare, high numbers of 

women in employment and strong legislation on equal pay and maternity benefits. These conditions 

are not part of the social or political landscape of Scotland and are unlikely to be in the near future. 

In the forthcoming UK general election it is only the ‘fringe’ parties – SNP, Plaid Cymru and the 

Greens – who are led by women, and also it is only these parties who are offering policy alternatives 

to the neo-liberal consensus on austerity and welfare sanctions that are offered by the larger parties 

(Conservatives, Labour and Liberal Democrat).  These parties are all male dominated, all opposed 

independence in the Scottish referendum. It is therefore not only problematic for women, but for 

independence movements in Scotland and Wales, and moves towards challenging the patriarchal 

neo-liberal hegemony at Westminster, that there are not more female voices in the political process. 

But to enter Scottish politics, women still have to enter a world in which a serving MSP thinks it is 

acceptable to refer to a female First Minister as a ‘wee lassie in a tin hat’. 

And for many women, it just isn’t worth it. 
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