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Abstract  
 
Issues of diversity in elected bodies have emerged as significant in recent years, notably with regard 
to the characteristics of elected representatives, and more recently, the treatment of those working 
in such institutions, perhaps particularly women. This paper considers an additional aspect that can 
be seen as relating to diversity and representation, the witnesses that appear before parliamentary 
committees in their scrutiny of government actions and legislation.  
 
The paper uses the case of witnesses who provide oral evidence to the Scottish Parliament’s 
committees to explore these ideas, in particular in relation to gender. It is based on an analysis of 
committee witnesses in 1999/2000, 2015/16 and 2016/17, and 38 interviews with MSPs and 
parliamentary staff. It also draws on information on other legislatures where appropriate, and 
Westminster in particular.  
 
The research shows that only a minority of committee witnesses have been women and that there 
are considerable variations across committees. These patterns appear to reflect those found across 
the UK’s legislatures. The paper recognises that there are ‘inwards’ and ‘outwards’ facing pressures, 
as well as ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ factors that are likely to impact upon the selection of witnesses. 
 
The application of Pitkin and Saward’s conceptions of representation to the selection and 
characteristics of witnesses in the Scottish Parliament, and in particular to the views that were 
expressed by MSPs and parliamentary officials, is helpful in highlighting the different understandings 
of and aspirations for ‘representation’, as well as the variety of perceptions of the advantages and 
disadvantages of these. The paper concludes that at present, arguments for ‘better’ representation 
among committee witnesses may have to rely significantly upon symbolic and descriptive notions, 
together with the idea of representative claims as proposed by Saward, including considering how 
claims are constructed and how they represent women (or not). 
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Introduction 
 
Issues of diversity in elected bodies have emerged as significant in recent years, notably with regard 
to the characteristics of elected representatives, and more recently, the treatment of those working 
in such institutions, perhaps particularly women. This paper considers an additional aspect that can 
be seen as relating to diversity and representation in legislatures, the witnesses that appear before 
parliamentary committees in their scrutiny of government actions and legislation. It uses the case of 
witnesses who provide oral evidence to the Scottish Parliament to explore these ideas, in particular in 
relation to gender; ideas about intersectionality (for example, Hancock, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 2006), 
would, of course, potentially add further dimensions to this. The paper focuses on the collection of 
formal oral evidence, witnesses and ideas of representation. It draws upon a number of conceptions 
of representation that can be used to understand and interpret the gender make up of witnesses, and 
that might also be applied to diversity more broadly. 
 
Recent years have seen considerable emphasis on the work of committees in the United Kingdom’s 
legislatures, including with regard to the quality of their work, the evidence that they receive, and the 
range of voices that are heard by them. However, until recently there has been relatively little 
attention paid to the ways in which committees engage with external actors and obtain information, 
let alone how they might relate to issues of representation and diversity.  
 
In the Scottish Parliament, committees undertake both executive and legislative oversight, and in 
addition have the power to introduce legislation, although that has rarely been exercised. They play a 
significant role in scrutinising the policies and legislation of the Scottish Government, and are also able 
to hold a variety of public bodies, and indeed other organisations, accountable for their actions, 
including through gathering written and oral evidence, the publication of reports and access to the 
media. One of the consequences of committees having both executive and legislative oversight 
responsibilities, however, is that the number and nature of a committee’s inquiries in each 
parliamentary year are inevitably affected by the amount of time that it has to set aside to consider 
government legislation. The committees can invite, and indeed require witnesses to submit written 
and attend to give oral evidence, although there are some statutory limitations on that power, and in 
practice it has not yet been used.  
 
A number of drivers of concerns about the diversity, or otherwise, of the voices heard by the 
Parliament’s committees can be identified, including the Parliament’s longstanding commitments to 
openness and participation, and recent developments intended to reinforce these, such as the 
Parliament’s Public Engagement Strategy (Scottish Parliament Corporate Body, 2016) and Diversity 
and Inclusion Strategy (Scottish Parliament Corporate Body, 2017), while the report of the Commission 
on Parliamentary Reform (2017) emphasised and gave additional impetus to ideas about the 
importance of diversity and equality of opportunity, as noted further below. The highlighting of sexual 
harassment in Westminster and Holyrood has added an additional layer of awareness around gender 
issues. Outside the Parliament, the Scottish Government’s first gender balanced cabinet, and the 
Scottish Government’s introduction of legislation to move towards gender balance on the boards of 
public bodies, have also served to raise questions of diversity and representation. 
 
In relation to the roles of committees, it is possible to argue that the interactions between 
parliamentary committees and external actors constitute an important linkage between the state and 
civil society (Hough, 2012) by allowing the public to engage directly with their elected representatives 
(Reader, 2015), and indeed that it is a potential form of representation between elections (Pedersen 
et al, 2015). They provide a site within which individuals and organisations can have a say in the making 
and scrutiny of policies and government actions. In addition, feminist arguments about the 
representation of women in elected bodies have been extended to participation in non-electoral 



elements of democratic processes (for example, Agustín, 2008; Rumbul, 2016), with some arguing that 
institutional structures are key to facilitating the representation of marginalised groups (for example, 
Weldon, 2002), and parliamentary committees can be seen as an obvious and important example of 
a structure within which such activity can take place.  
 
At the same time, there has also been a greater emphasis on the quality of evidence gathered by and 
the variety of voices heard by legislatures within the United Kingdom, together with attempts to open 
up processes, not least in response to suggestions of political apathy and disengagement, for example 
through the development of petitions systems, the publication of draft bills, more open calls for 
evidence, the greater use of ICT, and the growth of outreach activities. However, these continue to 
face a range of challenges including those associated with different ideas of representation and 
existing imbalances of power (for example, Bochel, 2006, 2016; Barnes et al, 2007), levels of 
empowerment (Arnstein, 1969), fairness of process (Carman, 2010; Bochel, 2016), and the 
management of expectations, as well as the difficulties of balancing attempts to promote more 
participative forms of democracy alongside traditional representative democracy (Bandeira and 
Ferraro, 2016). 
 
The paper outlines briefly what is known about committee witnesses in the United Kingdom’s 
legislatures, and then considers the position in the Scottish Parliament in greater depth, focusing on 
how a variety of conceptions of ‘representation’ can be applied and how they might help us in 
understanding the views of MSPs and parliamentary officials, and, in turn the current complexion of 
witnesses.  
 
 
Methods 
 
The research draws upon thirty-eight interviews that were undertaken between March and October 
2017 with MSPs and parliamentary staff (16 MSPs, representing four political parties, of whom 10 
were currently conveners, and 22 parliamentary staff involved in reaching out to and identifying 
potential witnesses, including committee clerks, Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) 
researchers and others). In addition, the Enquiries Team in SPICe collated a database of more than 
four thousand committee witnesses for the parliamentary years 1999-2000, 2015-16 and 2016-17. 
Oral evidence was a natural focus because, while written evidence is also clearly of value to 
committees, oral witnesses are arguably more visible as they appear before committees in sessions 
that are televised, and, for current purposes, they are more easily identifiable as individuals (for 
example, if written evidence is provided by an organisation, it is rarely possible to identify which 
individual or individuals are responsible for producing it). Despite the focus on oral witnesses, there 
remained, perhaps inevitably, some challenges in collating data retrospectively. For example, the use 
of different documents can produce slightly different lists of witnesses, with the names proposed on 
agendas sometimes being different from those recorded in the minutes as actually attending. For this 
research the minutes were used. Gender was assessed by individuals’ names, with the exception of 
one person who had specifically requested at a committee meeting to be recorded as ‘non-binary’, so 
that anyone who does not identify as ‘female’ or ‘male’ may feel that they are not appropriately 
categorised, while some other categories were subject to definitional refinement as work progressed, 
such as ‘public body’.  
 
 
Committees and witnesses 
 
While there has been a significant growth in attention to the work of parliamentary committees, and 
perhaps their impact in particular (for example, Hindmoor et al, 2009; Monk, 2010; Benton and 



Russell, 2013; Thompson, 2013; White, 2015), and despite the drawing together of information and 
expert opinion and placing it in the public domain being widely recognised as one of the strengths of 
committees (Benton and Russell, 2013; Norton, 2013; Berry and Kippin, 2014), there has, until 
recently, been relatively little consideration of the ways in which they engage with external actors and 
obtain information. Some research has, however, shed light on the nature of witnesses, particularly 
in the United Kingdom, most notably at Westminster, but also in the devolved legislatures. 
 
 
The United Kingdom Parliament 
 
The work of Berry and Kippin (2014) was important in highlighting the make-up of select committee 
witnesses at Westminster, including that for the month that they analysed, across House of Commons, 
House of Lords and joint select committees, only one-quarter of witnesses were women, although 
they note that when committees invite ministers and senior officials from government departments 
or agencies, or indeed witnesses from some private and not-for-profit organisations, they may be 
limited in any attempt to achieve a gender balance.  
 
Geddes’ (2017) quantitative analysis noted considerable reliance at Westminster on witnesses from 
charities and campaign groups, business and trade associations and professional associations, with 
witnesses from the private sector most likely to be male, while those from the non-profit sector, 
although still largely male, were more likely to be female. Drawing upon other elements of his 
research, he suggests that part of the reason for this is that seeking to achieve a politically balanced 
set of witnesses means that the representation of political ideas outweighs considerations about 
social diversity. 
 
Research commissioned for the House of Commons Liaison Committee (2015) argued that there had 
been an increased emphasis on public engagement by select committees, including in seeking 
evidence, although it recognised that the position varies considerably by committee. It suggested that 
in recommending witnesses, committee clerks focus on achieving a range of viewpoints, including 
representatives from major organisations and pressure groups, as well as individuals whose written 
submissions suggest that they have something original or distinctive to contribute to the inquiry. 
 
In addition, the House of Commons now publishes diversity statistics for committees by gender in its 
Sessional Return, with the figures for 2016/17 showing that women made up 28 per cent of all 
witnesses (24 per cent of ‘non-discretionary’ and 32 per cent of ‘discretionary’ witnesses) (House of 
Commons, 2017). They also show that for some committees, such as Defence and the Treasury, 
women constituted only around ten per cent of witnesses, while for others, such as International 
Development and Women and Equality, there was an equal gender split. Committees might be seen 
as having little influence on ‘non-discretionary’ witnesses, and when only ‘discretionary’ witnesses are 
taken into account the figures can change significantly, with Education and Home Affairs committees, 
for example, having women as more than half of their discretionary witnesses; however, for some the 
imbalance grows, such as the Treasury Committee, which had women as seventeen percent of their 
non-discretionary witnesses but only seven per cent of their discretionary witnesses, and Energy and 
Climate Change, with twenty-nine per cent and sixteen per cent respectively. 
 
Examining three national parliaments, with Denmark and the Netherlands added to the United 
Kingdom, Pedersen et al (2015) suggest that parliamentarians consider issues of both representation 
and information quality when selecting external actors to give written evidence, with ‘representation’ 
being largely about engagement with the main stakeholders relevant to the topic being considered, 
and information quality reflecting a desire to be as fully informed as possible about the issue, and a 
consequent preference for those who are knowledgeable about the issue and who can contribute new 



knowledge and perspectives. They argue that where there is open access (for example with calls for 
evidence), interest groups tend to be more dominant and evidence is concentrated in the hands of 
fewer actors, while closed access procedures (based on invitation) mobilise different types of actors, 
such as experts and private companies, and evidence tends to come from a broader number of actors. 
 
 
Northern Ireland and Wales 
 
As with the Scottish Parliament, the National Assembly for Wales had values such as ‘equality’ and 
‘diversity’ prominent among its founding principles, together with high levels of women’s 
representation among its members. However, Rumbul (2016) points out that during the first three 
assemblies, women’s descriptive representation as witnesses to the Assembly’s committees was less 
balanced, with 27 per cent of witnesses being women and ‘only a very slight upward trend’ (p 71) over 
time. Similarly, Maxwell (2017), having examined five committees in each of the National Assembly 
for Wales, the Northern Ireland Assembly and the Scottish Parliament, found that in each legislature 
male witnesses typically outnumbered female witnesses by around two to one. Both Maxwell and 
Rumbul found that the imbalances were greatest in what might traditionally be considered as ‘male’ 
policy areas, such as agriculture, business and transport, and smallest in fields such as education and 
health. 
  
 
Committees in the Scottish Parliament 
 
In its early years, the Scottish Parliament was widely seen as having a distinctively ‘female face’ 
(Mackay, 2006, 171), particularly in electoral terms, with the use by the Labour Party of ‘twinning’, in 
particular, contributing to high levels of descriptive representation (37 per cent of MSPs were women 
in 1999 and 39.5 per cent in 2003), although more recent elections have seen a decline, with 34.9 per 
cent of MSPs returned in 2011 and 2016 being women. The institutional framework of the new 
Parliament also contained mechanisms designed to enhance participation, perhaps particularly for 
women, such as ‘family friendly’ working hours, an equal opportunities committee, and the inclusion 
of equal opportunities as one of the four key principles of the Parliament, while there was a 
commitment by both the Parliament and the Scottish Executive (later renamed the Scottish 
Government) to mainstreaming equality, including gender equality, across all areas of work (see, for 
example, Mackay, 2006). In addition, since 2014 the Scottish Cabinet has had an equal number of 
female and male ministers, and in 2017 the Scottish Government introduced a bill setting a target for 
public bodies to have women as 50 per cent of non-executive board positions by 2022. 
 
It has been argued that the committees, in line with wider attempts to make the new Parliament more 
open, inclusive and transparent (Mitchell, 2000; Megaughin and Jeffery, 2009) than Westminster was 
perceived to be at the time, were designed to enhance the role of civil society in the legislative process 
(Consultative Steering Group, 1998; Bonney, 2003), but also that the ‘usual suspects’ have remained 
the dominant players giving evidence to committees (Cairney et  al, 2009; Halpin et al, 2012; Pedersen 
et al, 2015). In the most detailed previous work on this topic, Halpin et al (2012) found that different 
tiers of government were the largest single category of actor, followed by individuals and citizen 
groups, although the bulk of evidence from individuals was written, with relatively few being invited 
to give oral evidence. They also noted that the process had typically sought to involve groups seen as 
having some sort of representative mandate, and that in relation to issues that might be likely to have 
an impact on black and minority populations, disabled people or children, the most active contributors 
have been generalist organisations, and in particular those from the public sector (see also Bonney, 
2003). At the same time, they recognised that committees had sought to innovate in terms of 
engagement, for example by holding different types of events and round-table discussions. 



 
Davidson and Stark (2011) also noted the aspirations of many of the architects of devolution for a 
more open and participative approach, but having analysed every committee report from September 
1999 to July 2009, they found that the proportion of deliberative events that had been held outside 
fell in comparison to those held inside the Parliament. Reflecting the arguments outlined above, they 
also suggested that the committees ‘have deliberated more with stakeholder groups than members 
of the public’ (2011, 178) (see also Maxwell, 2017), and while recognising that this can have benefits, 
noted that it could be associated with the development of ‘an exclusive class of participants who 
deliberate among themselves at the expense of a truly inclusive political dialogue’ (2011, 179-80). 
 
Most recently, the Commission on Parliamentary Reform (2017), established by the new Presiding 
Officer to reflect on the first eighteen years of the Parliament’s existence, and to consider how it could 
enhance scrutiny and engage better with people of Scotland, argued that over time committee 
scrutiny has ‘become too focused on seeking views at committee meetings allowing those with time 
and resources a potentially greater influence on scrutiny and decision taking… at the expense of 
hearing from those more “remote” from Parliament, whether because of time, geography, language, 
finance, culture or accessibility’ (p 13). The Commission suggested that making greater use of less 
formal and more local evidence taking sessions might enable committees to connect more directly 
with those who are hard to reach, and that ‘efforts must be made to ensure all voices are heard’ (p 
14). One of its key recommendations in this regard was the creation of a Committee Engagement Unit, 
including to promote a wider range of engagement methods. 
 
 
Witnesses and representation in the Scottish Parliament 
 
In terms of the proportion of witnesses who are women, data collated by the Scottish Parliament 
Information Centre (SPICe) shows that for the first year of the Parliament’s existence, 1999/2000, 25 
per cent of witnesses were women, in 2015-16 that figure had increased to 36 per cent, and for the 
first ten months of the 2016-17 parliamentary year it was 38 per cent. In 2016-17, the Equalities and 
Human Rights Committee had over sixty per cent female witnesses; some committees, such as 
Education and Skills, Health and Sport, Public Audit Post-legislative Scrutiny and Social Security, had 
women as around half of their witnesses; while two, Finance and Constitution and Rural Economy and 
Connectivity, had women as fewer than one in five witnesses (see Figure 1). 
 
Although the proportions vary each session, broadly speaking, areas such as health and social care 
and education tend to see more female witnesses, and not-for-profit bodies tend to provide significant 
proportions of witnesses who are women, while the Scottish Government, trade unions, local 
authorities, private companies and Police Scotland tend to send more men (Bochel and Berthier, 
2018). Women are considerably more likely to provide evidence to inquiries initiated by committees, 
or those dealing with subordinate legislation, than to inquiries examining the Scottish government’s 
legislation. While these figures are comprehensive and give a good overview of the position, it should 
nevertheless be noted that, as with other legislatures, the numbers will be skewed in different 
directions by a variety of factors, including the gender balance of ministers and senior officials who 
appear as witnesses.  
 
Moving beyond a concern with gender, a number of interviewees raised issues around representation 
of other groups, with, for example, young people, people from BME backgrounds and disabled people 
all being identified as not well represented, particularly away from topics seen as ‘core’ to their 
interests. There was also considerable support for committees undertaking ‘more general discussion 
with the community, and to engage more with people working at different levels’, in line with the 



Parliament’s Diversity and inclusion strategy and the recommendations of the Commission on 
Parliamentary Reform. 
 
 
Figure 1 Number and gender of witnesses by committee, 2016-17 
 

 
 
It is also important to reiterate that oral evidence is only one means of the committees gathering 
evidence, and that not only is written evidence important, but in addition many committees do 
considerable work in attempting to hear other, different voices, including through informal visits, 
breakfast sessions and other activities, and that MSPs and officials generally see these as valuable, not 
least because they provide different views from those typically received in oral and written evidence. 
This may be important for both descriptive and substantive representation, although because of their 
informal nature these activities are not always recorded in committee reports. 
 
A number of interviewees pointed to the ‘supply’ side as a challenge, and suggested that there was a 
role for other organisations, including the Scottish Government, and others who provide witnesses, in 
developing, training and supporting women, including to give them the experience to appear before 
committees. Some noted that the Parliament could also contribute further to this, for example, by 
pointing out to organisations the policy on equality and diversity, or in some instances asking them to 
supply more than one witness. A further complication is the fact that there are both ‘inwards’ and 
‘outwards’ facing pressures, with the former being what those inside the Parliament might see as most 
appropriate for their needs, and the latter reflecting a recognition that the activities of Parliament are 
inevitably seen and interpreted by those outside Parliament, including the media, civil society 
organisations, and indeed wider society, and that these can, and perhaps should, in turn, influence 
how Parliament behaves. 
 
 
Applying concepts of representation 
 
For those involved in identifying and questioning witnesses to the Parliament’s committees, the idea 
of ‘representation’ is clearly relevant and was used and understood in a number of different ways, as 
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discussed below. Pitkin’s classic work (1967), and Saward’s (2010) more recent conceptions, are used 
to provide a framework for understanding these. Pitkin’s typology has been highly influential, with 
some of her ideas, in particular, having underpinned substantial elements of the academic study of 
the representation of women, although she did not take up issues of gender (Childs and Lovenduski, 
2013), and her framework has been criticised by some, for example for focusing on the representative, 
rather than the demands of those being represented (Saward, 2006; Severs, 2010). Celis and Childs 
(2014) note the importance of Pitkin’s typology to work on women’s representation, but they also 
recognise that the limitations of her conceptualisations have become increasingly clear (see also 
Childs and Lovenduski, 2013), so that, for example, while as symbols women political representatives 
have the opportunity ‘to act as role models; to signify women’s political equality as participants in 
politics; and to enhance the legitimacy of political institutions and engender women’s mass 
engagement with formal politics’ (p 2), and while they recognise that assessing women’s descriptive 
representation remains important, they also suggest that the relationship between women’s 
descriptive and substantive representation is ‘complicated, mediated and probabilistic’ (p 3), and that 
while there may be some universal women’s issues (issues that concern women), there are unlikely 
to be universal women’s interests, and in addition that in the West acting for women has often been 
equated with and operationalised in relation to the second wave of women’s movements (with issues 
such as childcare, equal pay, reproductive rights and violence against women often being highlighted). 
They recognise that there are gendered representation claims that stand in opposition to these claims, 
including social (Schreiber, 2008) and liberal conservative (Schreiber, 2008; Childs and Webb, 2012) 
views and Islamic feminism (Karam, 1998; Badran, 2009). Similarly, men may articulate feminist 
concerns, although, equally, they may oppose them (Evans, 2012). Saward (2006, 2010) has added to 
debates over representation by focusing on representation as a dynamic process of claim-making and 
the reception of claims, and consequently on the makers of representations and the audience to which 
those representations are addressed. 
 
Clearly, not all of these ideas are easily transferrable to the non-elected realm, including appearances 
before a parliamentary committee, but they do provide a useful framework for considering the nature 
of representation in such sites. 
 
 
Formalistic representation 
 
The formalistic view of representation is based upon the idea that the representative has been 
authorised to act. It draws on Hobbesian notions of authority, and while there are variations of it, has 
been described as essentially a ‘pre-democratic’ theory (Judge, 1999). Once authority has been 
granted there is no particular duty or activity associated with representing, and ‘anything done after 
the right kind of authorization and within its limits is by definition representing’ (Pitkin, 1967, p 39), 
although some such approaches do allow a degree of accountability as they stress the ability of those 
who are being represented to punish their representative if they do not act in their interests, for 
example by removing or replacing them, such as through the holding of regular elections. This view 
would appear to have little applicability to witnesses to the Parliament’s committees, other than 
perhaps in relation to those who appear on behalf of ‘representative bodies’, where some MSPs and 
officials questioned the nature of that form of representation, as discussed further in some of the 
following sections.  
 
 
Representation of unattached interests 
 
Pitkin (1967) identifies a form of representation that is related to formalistic notions, but which 
nevertheless suggests that representatives will act in particular ways. For this she draws on the 



writings of Edmund Burke (1808), in which it is broadly implied that rather than representing the 
interests of individuals or groups, it is wisdom and reasoning that should be represented, although for 
Burke these are not purely intellectual, but are intimately linked to morality, and to ideas about what 
is right and good. Pitkin argues that for Burke this ‘is the representation of interest, and interest has 
an objective, impersonal, unattached reality’ (p 168), that ‘the superiority of the natural elite and the 
desirable qualities of a representative lie less in intellect or knowledge than in judgment, virtue and 
wisdom derived from experience’, and that government ‘should rest on wisdom and not on will’ (p 
169). As with the formalistic view, this largely precludes democratic responsiveness to the electorate. 
Pitkin suggests that in the modern world such views are not widely shared, and that ‘no-one today 
takes a Burkean view of representation’ (p 189), although emphases on ‘expertocratic’ positions, 
together with the recent existence of ‘technocratic’ governments in a number of countries in southern 
Europe and Latin America, may not be too distant from Burke’s views (see also Bochel and Defty, 2012, 
on the House of Lords). As with the formalistic view, the conception may be of relatively limited 
applicability to witnesses in the Scottish Parliament, although it might perhaps be seen as relevant in 
the emphasis by some interviewees on expertise, as with the statements that, ‘The main thing of 
importance to me is the quality of who appears, there are all sorts of diversity, and I do not care who 
appears (what their characteristics are), so long as they bring something to the discussions’, and ‘I 
want the best person, the most knowledgeable person, to give the best possible advice’, with one 
official noting that ‘For some members, having the “best” people is the most important thing, rather 
than perhaps concerns about representativeness’. Such ideas are arguably linked to a belief in the 
value of rational deliberation among experts, and that expertise and technocracy can in some 
circumstances be trusted ‘precisely because “they are not like us”’ (Caramani, 2017, p 62), and also 
that ‘Technocrats act according to a trustee model’ (Caramani, 2017, p 63).  
 
 
Symbolic representation 
 
Pitkin suggests that symbolic representation is one form of ‘standing for’ (the other being descriptive 
representation, as discussed below). She highlights the extension of the franchise and subsequent 
concerns that the composition of legislatures should more accurately reflect the society that they 
serve, so that some argued that it was important that legislatures include people from groups who 
had not in the past been represented, such as the working class, women, ethnic minorities, and 
disabled people. For symbolic representation, what is important is not for the representative to act in 
a particular way, or for their presence to be comparable to the size of the group in society, but simply 
to be in the legislature, with the crucial test being, ‘Is the representative believed in?’ (Pitkin, 1967, p 
102). 
 
While feminists have tended to find the idea that women can be symbolically represented, even if all 
representatives are men, ‘intuitively unsatisfactory’ (Childs and Lovenduski, 2013, p. 491), Childs and 
Lovensuski (2013) suggest that the relationship between descriptive and substantive representation 
may be more complicated, and it is perhaps not surprising that, given that symbolic representation 
can provide a sense of identification and common identity, for some the opportunities created by the 
new Parliament included the development of new and powerful symbols, so that Mackay (2006), for 
example, argued that a significant symbolic outcome was ‘the recognition of women as political actors 
and leaders through their concrete presence as backbenchers, committee convenors and ministers’ 
(p 178), and that the presence of women was seen as normal and unremarkable. In the same way, 
although women have typically been a minority of committee witnesses, a number of interviewees 
clearly identified the need for a symbolic message, as seen in the arguments that, ‘If the Finance 
Committee is men hearing from men, what does that say about the way that we see women?’, and 
suggested that positive symbolism, in the sense of seeing people with particular identities in front of 
committees, could itself potentially be important in achieving change, in that it could ‘in itself break 



down some of the barriers’, and that ‘It matters because we need to get a cross-section of people – 
gender, ‘race’, religion, etc… it gives them confidence about the Parliament (they know that they can 
come here, that we listen, and so on), and it sends a message outside the Parliament’. Similarly, some 
argued that an initial focus on gender was effectively symbolic, as ‘a good starting point. Then we can 
build up on other forms of diversity’. However, as Leston-Bandeira (2016) notes, it is difficult for all 
interests to be represented at all times, and some will almost inevitably be disappointed with 
whatever action a parliament may take. 
 
 
Descriptive representation 
 
For Pitkin, descriptive representation is another type of ‘standing for’, which goes further than 
symbolic representation in asserting that the composition of a representative body should reflect the 
composition of the society that it serves. While she was somewhat dismissive of it, suggesting that it 
can lead to a focus on characteristics rather than the action of representatives (for example, Childs 
and Lovenduski, 2013), it was taken up by Phillips in The Politics of Presence (1995), and has been 
supported by many advocates of greater representation of groups such as women and ethnic 
minorities within legislatures, including by some who have suggested that it should extend beyond 
visible characteristics to include, for example, ‘shared experiences’ (Mansbridge, 1999). It has been 
argued that presence can help demonstrate fairness or justice, but also recognition and legitimacy; 
and there are sometimes particular expectations of female (politicians) as agents for the substantive 
representation of women, as discussed below. From such a perspective, the representation of women 
as witnesses before parliamentary committees would be one indicator of their position in society, and 
clearly, the data presented in Figure 1 would be problematic, perhaps in particular when combined 
with the significant differences in the committees that women appear in front of.  
 
Of course, the claim that the degree of descriptive representation is an indicator of a political system’s 
degree of fairness is not unchallenged. For example, it can be argued that in a democratic system, 
substantive representation, as discussed below, is more important than descriptive representation. 
Kymlicka (1996) and Phillips (1995, 1999) have also pointed out that ‘mirror representation’ (Kymlicka, 
1996, 140) has a number of shortfalls, including potentially ‘freezing’ differences between groups, 
limiting the autonomy of representatives coming from particular groups, and raising questions over 
accountability mechanisms between groups and their representatives. Kymlicka (1996) argues that 
special rights can only be justified if there has been systematic discrimination against groups and that 
the groups claim a right to self-government. Where groups have suffered systematically from under-
representation, he argues that special rights may be established to compensate for that, although 
they should only exist until the systematic disadvantage has been removed. With regard to those 
points, as has been pointed out with regard to women’s representation in elected bodies, a system 
may be considered unfair when women systematically remain in a minority, while the same point 
could also be made about other social groups. Indeed, in terms of representation in the Westminster 
Parliament, Cowley (2013) has suggested that ‘The idea that the politics of presence is important is 
now a widely, if not wholly, accepted part of political discourse in the United Kingdom’ (p 139). At the 
same time, clearly, simply increasing the number of women present does not necessarily address 
diversity among women (Evans, 2015). In addition, while important to many second wave feminists, 
Evans (2015) argues that it is not clear whether many third wave feminists prioritise the issue, in part 
because some see national legislatures as neoliberal institutions, and also because it is not clear how 
an intersectional approach fits with arguments that are essentially about the number of women 
present. 
 
Cowley (2013) has shown that there is some desire amongst the British public for a more diverse 
parliament, including in terms of age, disability and social class, and that there is greater self-



identification, with people wanting more people ‘like them’, among groups such as Muslim, Asian, 
Black and gay and lesbian people, although he also highlights the lack of knowledge about the current 
composition of the House of Commons. Many respondents for this research were aware of, and even 
highlighted, such issues in relation to witnesses, in particular the relative under-representation of 
women as witnesses, and indeed suggested that the gap should be closed, but there was no support 
for a move towards something like an immediate 50/50 gender split, on the lines of that proposed for 
public bodies by the Scottish Government, although, equally, there was no one reason for that, but 
rather a significant range of arguments, the three most prominent of which coalesced around, firstly, 
the need for committees to have high quality witnesses; secondly, the freedom of external bodies to 
choose who to provide; and thirdly, a desire not to focus simply on gender. It was suggested, for 
example, that, ‘I totally understand the 50/50 objectives, and totally subscribe to it. However… 
organisations should send who they think is best’, that ‘I do not think that there is a role for Parliament 
in interfering with the work of others, including public bodies, for the sake of gender balance… My 
agenda is only concerned with the pursuit of excellence’, and with even one very strong proponent of 
greater diversity arguing that, ‘If we get the best people in then we take what we get – we can and 
should look as hard as we can, but I would rather have someone who can give the answers’, and that, 
‘If we were to go straight to 50/50 we could probably do that, but there would be a problem, in that 
we would simply replace men with very similar women… and it would not affect social and ethnic 
inequality, for example’, and, equally, ‘It is important that we do not just consider gender… It is about 
representation, for me. If we are trying to be an open Parliament and the wider society do not see 
themselves as reflected among those elected and those who appear here, then they may see 
themselves as closed off or separated from us… We need to put things like that into the mix when we 
are looking for evidence and witnesses’. 
 
 
Substantive representation 
 
For Pitkin, as noted above, formalistic, symbolic and descriptive interpretations of representation do 
not require the representative to act in any particular way, with the representative function being 
provided simply by authorisation in the case of the former, and by the presence of particular 
individuals in the latter, while the representation of unattached interests implies acting in the interests 
of what is good and right, but does not extend beyond that. She therefore argues that there is a need 
for another characterisation of representation that involves ‘acting for’ others. Substantive 
representation is concerned with ‘what goes on during representing, the substance or content of 
acting for others, as distinct from its external and formal trappings’ (Pitkin, 1967, p 114). Pitkin herself 
links symbolic or descriptive representation with substantive representation, suggesting that 
‘standing for’ often becomes ‘acting for’, and considerable work on the representation of women has 
referred to links between the symbolic or descriptive representation of women and the attitudes and 
behaviour of female MPs, which can manifest itself in the substantive representation of women 
(Childs, 2004; Celis and Childs, 2008), although there has also been a recognition of the limitations of 
such approaches, as noted earlier (for example, Childs and Lovenduski, 2013; Celis and Childs, 2014), 
together with questions over the scope of authorization, as ‘acting on behalf’ can be interpreted more 
or less restrictively, while, clearly,  substantive representation, with the emphasis on ‘doing’ rather 
than ‘being’, is likely to be possible without, for example, a body being descriptively representative. 
(Caramani, 2017).  
 
Mackay (2006), discussing the Scottish Parliament, has argued that ‘The substantive representation of 
women does not rest solely, or even primarily, with women representatives. Instead a broader focus 
is needed taking into account government performance, the institutionalised voice of women and 
channels of accountability’ (p 185), but also that gender equality requires institutions to operate 
across multiple levels, while ‘reform in one institutional domain may be offset by resistance in 



another’ (p 185). However, Childs and Lovenduski (2013) note that ‘Much feminist theory suggests 
that women’s substantive representation is much more likely to be undertaken by the (relatively few) 
women representatives present in legislatures’ (p 497). It can therefore be suggested that the 
substantive representation of women, and indeed other groups, as committee witnesses, is frequently 
likely to depend on the appearance, interests, and willingness to speak about topics of individual 
witnesses. At the same time, there are clearly difficulties in identifying what ‘women’s interests’ might 
be, and in some instances in differentiating them from second wave feminists’ interests (Celis and 
Childs, 2014). 
 
Among interviewees, a number were clear that substantive representation mattered, with one 
arguing, for example, that ‘It is not just the numbers that are important, but also what people are 
giving evidence on’, and that the Parliament should not be happy with women giving evidence only 
on ‘women’s issues’, and similarly for other social groups. At the same time, there was also 
considerable awareness of other dimensions of substantive representation, including a desire to hear 
more from people affected by policies, with suggestions that on some topics you ‘need a split between 
those who will be impacted on, and those with a professional view’, that ‘The usual suspects are often 
large organisations with white men, etc., but we have tried to invite “ordinary folk” who policy has 
had an impact on’, and that diversity ‘is important because it gives you a different set of views’. Some 
noted that simply attempting to achieve descriptive representation might not be sufficient, and that 
the Parliament needs to consider ‘whether we want particular types of people versus the knowledge 
that they can bring to the committee’. There were also considerable concerns about women largely 
appearing in front of particular committees, and potentially primarily with regard to ‘women’s issues’. 
 
As with descriptive representation, there were seen as being different pressures affecting the 
identification and choice of witnesses, with, even amongst those who favoured more equal 
representation among committee witnesses, a recognition that the requirements of the scrutiny 
functions of the committees would and should influence who will be heard for particular inquiries. As 
a result, for many, ‘It is not just about gender… but it is more about having a different set of views 
coming before the committees’. Equally, many interviewees recognised that appearing before 
committee might entail potential vulnerabilities for some witnesses, and referred to those elements 
of the Parliament’s work that means ‘that people can get their comments on the record but not 
attributed’. 
 
 
The representative claim 
 
Saward (2010, 2016) has taken arguments about representation in a different direction, although one 
that might be seen as being of considerable relevance to committee witnesses. He argues that 
‘representative democracy’ is not simply a set of institutions, but also a set of relationships, and in an 
open society should encompass the latent potential of citizen self-representation and participation in 
multiple sites of representation. In addition, recognising that the formal equality associated with 
elections does not necessarily translate into equal influence, and that the representative limits of 
electoral institutions ‘can by their very nature leave open the possibility for non-elective 
representative claims that can call on differing notions of interest and (not least) equality’ (2016, p 
250), he argues that unelected actors can make representative claims, that it is possible to assess 
claims to represent particular interests as having a degree of democratic legitimacy where ‘there is 
evidence of sufficient acceptance of claims by appropriate constituencies under reasonable conditions 
of judgement’ (2010, p 145), and that such claims carry the potential to enable new inequalities to 
have enhanced visibility. Clearly, participation in non-electoral elements of democratic processes 
requires structures to engage with, and parliamentary committees provide one obvious and 



potentially important mechanism, and it might be argued that ‘presence’, either as individuals or as 
representatives of organisations is important in such arenas. 
 
Saward (2010) argues that the representative creates the framework and conditions within which a 
set of claims is constructed. He suggests that to be viewed as representative, claims need to be 
acknowledged in some way by the ‘audience’, which should be able to ‘absorb or reject or accept 
them or otherwise engage with them’ (Saward, 2006, p 203), and convey the ‘impression of making 
the absent thing or person present’ (Saward, 2010, p 42), although Severs (2012) argues that claim-
making may not be sufficient, and that it is necessary to consider what it is that makes a claim 
substantive in terms of making the interests of the absent thing or person present, for example by an 
‘act of (i) denouncing a situation that is disadvantageous, (ii) formulating a proposal to improve the 
situation, or (iii) claiming a right to improve a situation’ (p 177), while some have questioned how 
competing claims to represent women might be evaluated (Severs, 2010; Celis and Childs, 2011). 
 
Taking Saward’s (2006) argument about the representative claim, Evans (2015) argues that, ‘both the 
descriptive and substantive representation of women need to be understood as a dynamic process of 
engagement between representatives and the plurality of feminist groups and activists; hence, the 
need for greater engagement with feminist activists’ (p 160). For the Scottish Parliament, as with other 
legislatures, there are clearly many groups actively claiming to represent particular interests, including 
women and other social groups that might sometimes have closely aligned interests, such as carers or 
service users. In addition, as noted below, committees seek to pay attention to ‘representative bodies’ 
or other significant stakeholders (Pedersen et al, 2015). As Geddes (2017) notes, this can also bring 
efficiency benefits, reducing the need for committees to collate information from a range of voices, 
although, equally, Saward’s arguments would at least imply a need to test the claims made by such 
groups. In addition, attempts to hear representative claims from particular claims makers, or perhaps 
through informal means, might be seen as ways of seeking to mitigate the apparent shortcomings 
highlighted by concerns about descriptive and substantive representation. 
 
Finally, as Leston-Bandeira (2016) argues with respect to Westminster, it is perhaps possible to 
identify claims making by some MSPs and officials, as with references to the desire to demonstrate 
the Parliament’s relevance to people’s lives, how it works, and what it is interested in, and this is to a 
considerable extent seen in a collective or corporate way, distinct from the types of representation 
provided by MSPs, political parties, or even particular interests. 
 
 
Representative bodies 
 
Finally, although drawing upon a somewhat different interpretation of representation from Pitkin, and 
to some extent from Saward (although the idea of a ‘representative claim’ is perhaps not insignificant 
here), the idea of ‘representative’ bodies is considered because it was frequently identified by 
interviewees as a key influence in the selection of committee witnesses. For officials, in particular, 
being a representative body or being seen as a key stakeholder was seen as an important characteristic 
and bringing a value to committee hearings. In their work, Halpin et al (2012) noted that a limited set 
of ‘usual suspects’ might be seen as in some respects a threat to democracy, and that there is a 
democratic argument for enabling all views to be heard, which might improve and legitimise policy 
making. At the same time, they also suggested that there is an equally valid view that a measure of 
strategic policy capacity can be gained from fostering organised interests that are able to work across 
policy sectors, and this latter perspective was clearly seen as valuable by many respondents. 
 
However, despite the perceived value in hearing from representative bodies, interviewees identified 
a range of potential issues, including about how representative they might be of those they claim to 



represent, and on what that representation is based, so that a number of concerns were raised, for 
example, ‘The fact that they are a representative body is helpful, but there can be issues about how 
representative they are, who of, etc.’, and that ‘It is really important to understand how 
representative bodies work… what are their internal structures, how do they consult with members, 
what if they do not have agreed policies on particular issues? It is a big issue’. In such instances it may 
be hard to identify the sense in which representation has taken place.  
 
The use of representative bodies also raised issues in respect of other forms of representation, with, 
as noted earlier, some respondents arguing that diversity of witnesses in these circumstances is an 
issue for the organisations, rather than the Parliament (including that ‘We might ask an organisation 
for a representative, rather than a particular person, but it often becomes the chief executive’), while 
others took perhaps a more nuanced view that it might at some times be appropriate to reach beyond 
the most senior people in organisations, and that others, perhaps including front line workers, might 
be appropriate, so long as they are prepared and able to present arguments to the committee, and 
that it could be suggested to organisations that they consider diversity when choosing who to send as 
witnesses. Indeed, arguably in an attempt to enhance substantive representation, some committees 
have taken a firmer line, so that for one inquiry, ‘We told those organisations that we were happy to 
hear from them, but we also wanted to hear from the people themselves’, and for another ‘We went 
to [named organisations] and were clear that while those who provide the support are important, it 
was important for us to speak to the people themselves’. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
This paper makes clear that the idea of ‘representation’ can be applied to committee witnesses in a 
variety of ways, and suggests that each of these would be associated with a somewhat different form 
and degree of understanding of what committee witnesses should ‘look like’. Although the paper 
focuses on gender, primarily because it is relatively straightforward to identify and apply in the context 
of the Scottish Parliament, clearly other ‘protected’ and indeed additional characteristics (such as 
class, and perhaps geography) can be seen as equally important in the Scottish context.  
 
The figures for 1999-2000, 2015-16 and 2016-17 show clearly that in each of these years only a 
minority of committee witnesses have been women, although the proportion appears to have been 
increasing over time. In addition, there are considerable variations across committees. These patterns 
appear to reflect those found across the UK’s legislatures. Seeking to understand the reasons for these 
differences, perhaps inevitably, is somewhat complicated by the fact that there are both ‘inwards’ and 
‘outwards’ facing influences and ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ factors that impact upon witness selection.  
 
The application of Pitkin and Saward’s conceptions of representation to the position in the Scottish 
Parliament, and in particular to the views that were expressed by MSPs and parliamentary officials, 
reflects these factors, as well as the wide range of perspectives that existed among respondents. 
Indeed, while it is possible to argue that the majority of interviewees not only recognised that women 
(and other groups) were ‘under-represented’ among committee witnesses, it is equally the case that 
the variety of understandings of and aspirations for ‘representation’ were seen as having particular 
implications, together with different interpretations of the advantages and disadvantages associated 
with the different notions of representation. 
 
The arguments for symbolic, descriptive and substantive representation, and to some extent ideas of 
representative claims, were generally accompanied by an awareness that simply increasing the 
number of female witnesses, or those from other groups, is no guarantee that they will act for those 
groups. Nevertheless, at its most basic, the apparent descriptive unfairness that arises from the 



current levels of women’s representation among committee witnesses is also unsatisfactory for many. 
Consequently, it may be that at present arguments for ‘better’ representation among committee 
witnesses may have to rely significantly upon symbolic and descriptive notions, even if these are 
themselves rather unsatisfactory or even problematic for many, together with the idea of 
representative claims as proposed by Saward, including considering how claims are constructed and 
how they might represent women. 
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