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The Women in Scotland’s Economy Research Centre, established in October 
2011, takes an innovative, multidisciplinary approach to gender analysis of 
economic and public policy both in Scotland and internationally. Using a 
feminist economics lens WiSE highlights women’s visible and invisible 
economic contribution by challenging established norms and models. Through 
high quality, high impact research and knowledge transfer WiSE engages 
widely with policymakers, equality practitioners, the business community and 
gender equality activists. It focuses on gender and equality analysis of 
poverty, income inequality, financial exclusion, living standards within 
households, gender budgeting, labour market and occupational segregation, 
employability and skills, European employment and gender equality policies, 
and comparative gender equality policy. WiSE Research Centre welcomes 
the opportunity to contribute to the Jobs and Fair Work Committee’s evidence 
on Scotland’s Economic Performance. Our submission is focussed on issues 
of inequality and the labour market from a gender perspective.  
 

Scotland’s Labour Market 
In Scotland, the ‘gender gap’ in employment (difference between male and 
female employment rates) has more than halved over the last twenty years, 
primarily due to a rise in women’s employment rates (ONS 2015a). The latest 
labour market briefing from the Scottish government indicates an overall 
employment rate of 75.3%, 78% for men and 72% for women and 4.5% of 
men and 3.5% of women are unemployed (ASHE Scotland 2017). The 
inactivity rate, which indicates when people are not in the labour market but 
may not actively be seeking work, is 21.5%, 17% of men and 25.5% of 
women (Ibid). However, women’s participation in the labour market remains 
significantly ‘gendered’. Women are more likely to work part-time than men; 
42% of employed women and only 13% of employed men work part time in 
Scotland (ONS 2015a). This is most likely explained by women trying to 
reconcile paid work with unpaid caring and domestic responsibilities. Similarly, 
the Scottish labour market still displays high levels of gender based 
occupational segregation, as indicated by Table 1, where men and women 
dominate in certain occupations traditionally associated with their gender such 
as men in skilled trades and women in caring and other service work.  
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Table 1: Proportion of females, and gender pay gap, in each occupational group 2017 

Occupation % female % pay gap  

Managers, directors and senior officials 37.8 
 

23.1 

 
Professional occupations 53.0 

 
7.8 

Associate professional and technical 
occupations 44.7 

 
11.9 

Administrative and secretarial occupations 80.9 
 

6.3 

Skilled trades occupations 9.9 
 

29.8 

Caring, leisure and other service occupations 80.5 
 

7.1 

Sales and customer service occupations 65.0 
 

7.4 

Process, plant and machine operatives 9.1 
 

14.9 

 
Elementary occupations 44.1 

 
11.0 

 

Source: ONS Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings June 2017 
 

Occupational segregation, both horizontal (occupational differences) and 
vertical (over-representation of men at the higher grades within occupations), 
contributes to the gender pay gap. According to the ONS’s Annual Survey of 
Hours and Earnings the current full time (excluding overtime) gender pay gap 
in Scotland is 16%, slightly less than the UK figure of 18% (ASHE 2017). 
 
Since the ‘great recession’ precipitated by the financial crisis of 2007/08 
employment has largely recovered to pre-recession levels (Campbell 2016) 
but the nature of that employment has changed. There is evidence to suggest 
that there has been an increase in more insecure forms of employment, such 
as zero-hours contracts and temporary contracts (UK Commission for 
Employment and Skills 2014a) and that the labour market impact of recession 
has been differentiated by gender (Ross and Thomson 2015).  
 

Gender gaps are a drag on growth  
Since the global financial crisis of 2007/08, there has been a growing interest 
in the effects that closing the gender gap in employment and earnings could 
have on the wider economy. Economists have often emphasised the 
significance of human capital as a key contributory factor to economic 
performance but more recently, attention has turned to the productivity of 
women, particularly in the context of developing economies (IMF 2013, World 
Economic Forum 2014). Ensuring gender diversity throughout the labour 
market allows for a more efficient utilisation of a crucial resource; the human 
capital embodied in the female population. Hence, a better use of the skills 
and talents women would generate economic growth and productivity. If 
individual firms take action in facilitating the expansion of female engagement 
in the UK labour market it will stimulate macro-economy to generate growth 
and replenish labour supply in an increasingly ageing economy. The 
relationship between GDP and employment is dependant on several factors 
such as: labour productivity, the hours worked per person, the employment 
rate and demographics, thus positive changes in these factors will in turn 
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result in positive changes in GDP. Aguire et al (2012) attempt to quantify the 
impact of increased female labour market participation on various economies 
throughout the world and conservatively estimate that the UK economy could 
generate as much as 8% of its GDP by 2020 if women engaged in the labour 
market to the same extent as their male counterparts. McKinsey and 
Company (2015) estimates a similar level of macro-economic gains to be 
made suggesting that UK GDP would grow somewhere between 10% and 
12% by 2025 (McKinsey and Company 2015). Similarly, Pricewaterhouse 
Cooper’s recent research suggests that if the female employment rate in the 
UK could reach that of Sweden, the UK’s GDP would be boosted by up to 9%, 
or £170 billion, in the long run (PwC 2016). A higher degree of gender equality 
is thus not only an imperative to social justice but also to ensuring the most 
efficient allocation of resources to support long term economic growth 
(Lawson 2008). However, it is also important to note that GDP alone is an 
inadequate measurement of the economic ‘health’ of any economy and tells 
us little about the distribution of the costs and benefits of paid and, 
particularly, unpaid work between men and women or any other groups in 
society. 

Conclusions 
It is a moral and legal imperative that organisations recruit their workforce in a 
non-discriminatory way and that women have equal access to employment, 
promotion opportunities and equal pay for equal work. However, gender 
equality in the workplace is more than just a social justice issue. In its 
Economic Strategy the Scottish Government is committed to tackling 
inequality and boosting competitiveness.  Central to these twin objectives is 
the elimination of gender gaps in employment and occupational segregation 
which are significant inequalities between men and women. Inequality has 
been recognised as a drag on economic growth, and the gender pay gap is an 
example of a deeply entrenched attitudinal, structural, and economic 
inequality. There is ample international evidence and analysis to suggest that 
closing gender gaps in pay and employment could boost economic growth 
and productivity, as measured in terms of GDP, as well as providing a more 
inclusive and equitable economy.  
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