Rosa, the UK Fund for Women and Girls, was set up to support initiatives that
benefit women and girls in the UK. While many women and girls do enjoy freedom
of choice and the opportunity for success in their lives, that’s simply not true of all.
This paper is one of four, which each look at where we are on a key issue: economic
justice, safety, leadership & participation and health & wellbeing. Each paper
describes the issues that need tackling, where we want to be, and how we’ll know
we’re there.
Without a strong, vibrant women’s sector, and the money to underpin action, we
can’t hope to bring about women’s equality. Rosa’s aims are to achieve social
justice and equality for all women in the UK.

Leadership and Representation
Where are we now?
Women’s participation in public life and decision-making in the UK is at an all-time high but still
falls short of an equal voice. Where women are equally represented, they are more likely than men
to promote women’s equality across a broad range of issues,1 and there is some evidence of them
acting in concert to bring about change that benefits women.2 However, women’s rates of
participation and leadership both directly in politics, and more widely in the economy, the media,
and in social agencies (public services and the third sector) are low, and show that in most key
areas of decision-making and influence, men still run the UK.
The snowy peaks of decision-making and influence currently exclude women except in small
numbers. International experience indicates that women make progress when gender roles are
challenged in education, in the media, and by women themselves. Most powerful institutions in the
UK are dominated by men and are so structured that they deliberately or indirectly exclude
women; these need to be changed. Women need to use the mechanisms that men have used to
progress: networking and mentoring (political parties); joining forces to make an influential voice
(Trade Unions, the CBI, professional bodies). However they currently lack the resources to do so either of time, because they bear the double burden of paid work and unpaid caring (in the UK,
70% of all housework is done by women, and even if they work over 30 hours per week, nearly
two-thirds of all housework is done by women3) and because they do not have access to wealth in
their own right. This lack of resources holds women back from playing their rightful part in our
democracy.
Politics: the figures on women’s representation
 Women make up 29% of MPs4 in the Westminster parliament; 40% of the Wales Assembly;
19% of the NI Assembly; 35% of the Scottish Parliament5
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41% of UK MEPs are women, compared to 37% of MEPs across all 28 EU Member States
that took part - the fifteenth highest in the EU6
Women local authority councillors: England 32%; Wales 26%; Scotland 24%; NI 23%7
Women are underrepresented in local strategic partnerships and other local bodies8

Politics: the culture that keeps women out


41% of parliamentary candidates believe that selection committees in their parties look
more favourably on male than female candidates9



Women in Westminster are more likely than men to be censured for illegal interventions,
and subjected to sexist verbal harassment.10
o

I was always being told by the Tory men that it was nice to have a better class of
totty around. The Tory benches shouted things across the chamber at you, about
your appearance or your size. A lot of it came from the front bench, though it
wouldn't be picked up by the microphones. It was shocking, but it was routine. The
Tories made gestures [she cups an imaginary pair of breasts]. Even on our side, the
men would stick their hands out, so you'd sit on them. It was like stepping back in
time. People have networks and if those networks operate out of smoky bars,
they're probably excluding many women. You were pond life. In the chamber, you
had to wait seven hours to be called to speak. Some of the men with power would
be flirtatious, though it felt as though they were testing to see how you would
respond. If you succumbed, or made your own advances, it would be the worse for
you. It had to be on their terms.
Collated comments from a number of women MPs at Westminster, 2007

11

The Media
A 2010 survey12 showed that only 30% of TV reporters were women, and only 31% of by-lined
newspaper articles were by women.
The gender divide continues in the type of news stories that women and men cover. 78% of
newspaper reports on politics are by men, as are 69% of stories of the economy. Women
journalists only edge into a slight majority in coverage of the category of celebrity, arts and sports.
The same gender divide is noticeable in who makes the news: men are the subject of 69% of
stories, rising up to 76% of stories on politics, and 73% of stories on economics. Women are not in
a majority in any of the main story categories, except in representing popular opinion, where they
made up 56%. Conversely, men make up 75% of the quoted spokespeople and ‘experts’. Women
make up 66% of stories on fashion and cosmetic surgery and 69% on gender-based violence. These
gendered patterns reinforce stereotypical notions of women’s authority and voice.
The Economy
There is less than 23% female representation on FTSE100 boards. Women make up 29.8% of NonExecutive Directors and 9.6% of Executive Directors.13
Men run the majority of businesses, especially large enterprises, and research has indicated that
they outperform female-owned businesses in economic terms, with this apparent underperformance directly linked to women’s lack of start-up capital.14 However, since the recession
started in 2008 and 2011, women have accounted for an unprecedented 80% of the new selfemployed.15 Within the trade unions (representing the workforce which is nearly 50% female) only
27.3% of general secretaries are women.16
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Social Agencies
The professions, and leaders of third sector and nongovernmental agencies, enjoy high levels of
influence over public policy, the way in which services are delivered, and the allocation of social
resources. However, women hold only 20% of professional jobs.17 Despite making up a large
majority of NHS staff overall, the proportion of women drops at professional level; 47% of GPs are
women, but only 32% of NHS Consultants. Similarly women dominate in the teaching profession
but only make up 39% of secondary head teachers; and although women make up 39% of all
academic professionals, they are only 21% of all university professors.18
Women hold 41% of public appointments (mainly lower level positions: they make up only 24% of
Chairs).19 They are 38% of senior civil servants;20 12% of local authority chief executives;21 18% of
police officers of Chief Inspector and above. Only 15% of Police and Crime Commissioners
are women. Women make up less than a quarter of judges in England and Wales, and fewer in
Scotland, with only Northern Ireland anywhere near parity at 46%. In the officers’ ranks of the
armed forces – 13%.22
At universities, only 17% of vice chancellors are women. In the third sector, whilst 7 out of 10
employees are female, only 43% of charities are led by female Chief Executives and Chairs. In
charities with a turnover of £10m plus, female leadership is even scarcer; women lead just 27% of
major charities. 23
There are 30,000 women’s voluntary and community organisations in England and Wales; only
1.2% of UK voluntary sector funding goes to women’s organisations, despite making up 7% of
registered charities.24 Faith institutions are almost entirely run by men, and are regularly consulted
by Government on policy issues; the Bishops of the Church of England, all men, occupy reserved
seats in the Westminster legislature.25
Where do we want to be?
What difference would more women make? There is an ethical argument on the democratic deficit,
that half the population is currently largely excluded from decision-making and power. The OECD
notes that ‘women’s capacity to participate in and influence the decisions that affect their lives,
from the household to the highest levels of political decision making, is a basic human right and a
prerequisite for responsive and equitable governance’.26
There is also evidence that women’s presence makes a difference to how politics is conducted. The
OECD has found that in countries where women’s participation and access to the public sphere is
more restricted, there is a higher level of political instability.27
Few countries have made progress in increasing the number of women in politics except by either
taking positive action measures, or by starting entirely new institutions where men do not have a
built in advantage. The Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002 allows political parties to
adopt positive measures to reduce inequality between the numbers of men and women elected. It
covers elections to the House of Commons, the Scottish Parliament, the National Assembly for
Wales, the Northern Ireland Assembly, the European Parliament and local government. Positive
measures include training and mentoring, techniques such as ‘twinning’ and ‘zipping’, and quotas
(i.e. all-women short-lists). The Act will expire at the end of 2015, unless it is extended. It needs to
be more widely adopted.
In the economy, there is increasing evidence of the business case for diversity. Research in the US
shows that more women improve corporate performance: companies with the most women board
directors outperformed those with the least, on return on sales by 16%, and return on invested
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capital by 26%.28 Overall in the U.S., women-owned firms have an economic impact of $3 trillion
that translates into the creation and/or maintenance of 23 million jobs, amounting to 16% of all
U.S. jobs.29
The news media shape our norms, and influence our sense of gender and leadership. The fact that
men are heavily overrepresented in the news both as reporters and editors may at least in part
explain why men are overrepresented in the news stories that are reported. We need more women
in the media and more coverage of women in the news beyond page 3.
How will we know we are there?
 50% representation of women in all elected posts – in national and local government
 Ongoing commitment by all the political parties to sex equality – in their candidates, their
Ministerial teams, and their policies
 Equal voice for women across the media both as citizens, and as reporters/editors
 The glass ceiling that keeps women out of top decision-making jobs has been shattered
 A well resourced women’s sector able to build women’s leadership capacity
 Equal numbers of women in peace building and conflict resolution initiatives, drawing on
best practice overseas, and in line with UN Security Council Resolutions 1325 and 1820
 A changed social care settlement that encourages shared domestic and caring
responsibilities and allows women to become involved in public life
 Internationally, a strong, stand-alone goal on gender equality and women’s economic
empowerment in the Sustainable Development Goals, and the inclusion of gender-specific
targets and indicators in the other goals.30
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