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STUC Response to Scottish Government Consultation on the 

Introduction of Gender Quotas on Public Boards 
 
The STUC is Scotland’s trade union centre.  Its purpose is to co-
ordinate, develop and articulate the views and policies of the trade 
union movement in Scotland; reflecting the aspirations of trade 
unionists as workers and citizens.  
 
The STUC represents over 617,000 working people and their 
families throughout Scotland.  It speaks for trade union members in 
and out of work, in the community and in the workplace.  Our 
affiliated organisations have interests in all sectors of the economy 
and our representative structures are constructed to take account 
of the specific views of women members, young members, 
Black/minority ethnic members, LGBT members, and members 
with a disability, as well as, retired and unemployed workers. 
 
The STUC is in agreement with the Scottish Government’s 
proposal to seek the additional powers to legislate on this 
measure, but in our response we have sought to highlight some of 
the broader issues which require to be addressed. We therefore 
would welcome the opportunity for further engagement with the 
Scottish government’s Public Appointments and Corporate 
diversity Programme, along with the ongoing engagement in other 
areas of work to tackle discrimination and inequality. 

 
Question 1: Voluntary measures to increase gender diversity 
on public boards have been in place for some time.  Why do 
you think they have not lead to the achievement of the 40% 
Diversity Delivers target? 
 
There is evidence to show increases in some sectors but not 
others. Therefore, for the purposes of measuring progress, it is 
unhelpful to group all public boards together.  More attention 
needs to be paid to those areas where women are under-
represented.  Within that, due regard should also be given to the 
other protected characteristics, so that BME women for example, 
are also given equal access to appointments and opportunities. 
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Regular monitoring is required, and where women are under-
represented, additional recruitment measures, promotion of 
support for more flexible working in relation to the post(s), and 
training of recruitment interview panels, should be offered. The 
EHRC, with some additional resources, could play a key role in 
this. 
 
Under-representation of women across public life is symptomatic 
of fundamental inequalities, and as such will require a range of 
measures to change that imbalance. 
 
 
Question 2: Do you think that before gender quotas are 
introduced to public boards, they should be given the 
opportunity to achieve a voluntary target for gender diversity 
on their board first?   

Yes  X No   Don’t Know 

 
Voluntary targets and aspirational policies have been in place for 
some considerable time, and the STUC believes that positive 
action measures, including quotas, will be of assistance now. We 
therefore welcome the proposal that Scottish Government seek the 
necessary legislative powers to do so. 
 
However, simultaneously it would be possible to improve on 
strategies for recruitment, training, and providing mentoring 
opportunities, which would increase the range of women who are 
encouraged to make application. 
 
It has long been the view of the STUC that particular attention 
needs to be paid to ensuring trade union and workplace 
experience is valued fully, and that the application and recruitment 
process currently fails to do that. 
 
However, STUC affiliated unions also make the point that quotas 
should not be seen as a simple answer to deep inequality.  It is 
therefore important, that for a longer lasting outcome we must look 
at addressing the causes which are more likely to provide 
permanent solutions. 
 
 



3 

 

Question 3: If you answered ‘yes’ to question 2, what is a 
realistic timescale for boards to reach voluntary targets, after 
which quotas would be introduced?  
 
N/A 
 
 
Question 4: What difficulties, if any, do you think there will be 
in introducing gender diversity quotas for public boards? 
 
As indicated earlier, specific recruitment programmes, and 
awareness of the valuable experience that exists in the trade union 
movement and in the workplace, would increase the number of 
applicants, and be more representative of society. 
 
Review the processes of advertising and the board’s operation, if 
vacancies remain unfilled for any length of time, as removing 
barriers should lead to more women applying.  Responsibility lies 
with each public board and Government’s procedures for 
monitoring and providing support, rather than with women or an 
under-represented group. 
 
 
Question 5: What support, if any, do you think public bodies 
will require in order to introduce quotas effectively? 
 
As answered at Q4. But in addition, it would be helpful to have a 
central accessible resource, where good practice can be shared, 
and regular engagement with under-represented sections of 
society, to ensure changes are made where problems are 
identified with recruitment and retention. 
 
 
Question 6: Which bodies should quotas apply to? For 
example those with: Ministerial appointments only; Ministerial 
and non-regulated appointments; Neither Ministerial nor non-
regulated?  
 
All. 
However, as some of the STUC affiliated trade unions have 
indicated, it may not be possible or practical to introduce the 
change at the same speed in all bodies to which legislation 
applies.  
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Additional support should be provided where necessary, and 
encouragement given that ensures all bodies are clearly expected 
to move forward, once the legislative powers are introduced. 
 
Some sectors (i.e. NHS) employ a significantly higher number of 
women at present, so it would be reasonable to expect more rapid 
progress on boards in that sector, than would be immediately 
possible in areas where women are significantly under -
represented in the labour market.  Other steps have to be taken to 
address the imbalance in the labour market, as highlighted by 
other trade union submissions. 
 
 
Question 7: Which other public boards, if any, should be 
included? Please give reasons for your answer 
 
The list should be regularly reviewed by Government.  By setting 
the framework through legislation, the aspiration on improving 
women’s representation in public life will be much clearer to the 
whole of society, and we would expect positive impact across other 
boards, companies and agencies. 
 
 
Question 8: Which public boards, if any, should be exempt? 
Please give reasons for your answer 
 
None, but a measured approach within the terms of enforceable 
quotas may be necessary in some cases. However, it should not 
be acceptable at all for any public body (as is currently the case) to 
have no women at all on the board. 
 
Consideration would also require to be given to situations where all 
female boards had been appointed, as this would not be reflective 
of wider society either. 
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Question 9: Do you agree there should be quotas for people 
with other protected characteristics1 other than gender?  

X Yes  No   Don’t Know 

  
This may be over time, if it is demonstrated that it is necessary to 
enforce quotas to ensure that boards are truly representative of the 
society in which we live. Setting out to achieve at least 40% 
women on all public boards will alter the wider perception of who 
can take up public appointments, and will send a welcome signal 
to all society that the process is changing.  We would expect this to 
lead to an increase in more diverse applications, and that within 
the training and recruitment process there should be regular 
reminders and monitoring of the success or otherwise of applicants 
registering from all protected characteristics.  Positive action may 
well be necessary where there is evidence of under-
representation. 
 
The STUC itself operates reserved seats on its governing body for 
a number of other ‘protected characteristics’ as detailed in our 
covering letter. 
 
 
Question 10: If you answered yes to question 9, do you agree 
with the Scottish Government’s staged approach to the 
introduction of quotas i.e. focussing on gender first?  

X Yes  No   Don’t Know 

 
Yes, with reference also to the answer to Q 9.   
 
However, the STUC would reiterate that quotas can only be seen 
as part of a strategy to tackle systemic under-representation of 
women. 
 
 

                                                      
1 The Equality Act 2010 makes it unlawful to discriminate against people with a ‘protected 

characteristic’ (previously known as equality strands / grounds). The protected characteristics are age, 
disability, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, marriage and civil partnership, race, 
religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation.  

 



6 

 

Question 11: We have said that the percentage level for 
gender diversity quotas on public boards should be at least 
40%, do you agree? YES, should be 40%; NO, should be 
greater than 40%, NO; should be less than 40%; or DON’T 
KNOW.  

X Yes  No   Don’t Know 

 
Whilst the aspiration must be to reflect society as a whole, in which 
women are over 50% of the population, there will be variations 
depending on the sector and policy area which the public board 
has a remit to cover.   
Reference has been made to the Review of Higher Education 
Governance in Scotland which endorses the ‘at least 40%’ target.  
 
 
Question 12: Who do you think should be responsible for 
enforcing quotas on public boards? 
  
This would depend on the sector concerned and requires further 
thought. But in general the STUC is of the view that the power and 
resources available to the EHRC should be strengthened, which 
would make EIAs more effective along with other enforcement 
measures designed to tackle gender inequality. 
 
 
Question 13: Do you think some form of sanction should be 
imposed on public bodies if there is non-compliance? 

X Yes   No   Don’t Know 

 
Sanctions would seem a reasonable response to non-compliance.  
 
The failure to enforce effective sanctions for non-compliance with 
existing equality legislation has weakened its effectiveness.  There 
should be some further consideration of the appropriateness of 
suitable sanctions in different situations and sectors.  
 
 
Question 14: If you have answered ‘yes’, to question 13 what 
type of sanctions could be used?  
 
As answer to Q13 
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Question 15: Do you think gender diversity quotas should be 
extended to company boards?  

Yes  No   X Don’t Know 

 
N/A 
 
 
 
 
OTHER GENERAL ISSUES NOT COVERED ELSEWHERE 
 
Question 16: Please provide details of any additional issues, 
not addressed in your other responses, that you think should 
be considered in relation to the introduction of gender quotas 
on public and company boards.  
 
It is well understood that this is only one aspect of a complex 
issue, and the STUC has long played a role in encouraging more 
diverse representation in its own structures and policy 
development.  Our Equality Conferences and training programmes, 
and learning opportunities across the trade union movement, have 
tested out many different strategies, the outcomes of which we are 
happy to share further with Government and other bodies in the 
forthcoming period. 
 
 
BUSINESS REGULATORY IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
QUESTIONS 
 
Question 17: Will there be any resource issues for public 
bodies to introduce gender diversity quotas on their boards?  

Yes  No   X Don’t Know 

 
N/A 
 
 
Question 18: Can the impact of any resources issues for 
public bodies be quantified using existing costing structures?  
Yes  No    Don’t Know 
 
N/A 
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Question 19: Will there be any resource issues for companies 
to introduce gender diversity quotas on their boards?  

Yes  No   X Don’t Know 

 
N/A 
 
 
Question 20: Can the impact of any resources issues for 
companies be quantified using existing costing structures?  

Yes  No   X Don’t Know 

 
N/A 
 
 
Question 21: To help with the development of a Business 
Regulatory Impact Assessment, please provide any other 
information you think is relevant. 
 
N/A 
 
 
 
EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 
Question 22: The Scottish Government wants all women in 
their diversity to be represented on the boards of public 
bodies.  Do you think there are currently barriers that 
especially impact on certain groups of women?  

X Yes  No   Don’t Know 

 
We have already highlighted some of the barriers for women from 
trade union and labour movement backgrounds, and can submit 
separately additional evidence and comment if required. 
 
We have also raised concerns about under-representation from the 
BME community, and other ‘protected characteristics’ 
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Question 23: Do you think there is additional supporting 
action that could be taken to help certain groups of women 
overcome or mitigate these barriers?  
YES, NO or DON’T KNOW 

X Yes   No   Don’t Know 

 
Further comment on this point can be submitted by the STUC 
under separate cover. 
 
 
Question 24: To help further with the development of our 
Equality Impact Assessment, please give any other 
information you think is relevant 
 
N/A 
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