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Dear Ms. Quiney,

I am writing to set out the Scottish Council for Development and Industry’s response to the Women and Work Commission’s call for written evidence on the pay gap between men and women.  SCDI is an independent economic development organisation that strengthens Scotland’s economy through the formulation and promotion of innovative public policies to encourage sustainable economic prosperity.  Its more than 1,000 members are drawn from businesses, local authorities, trade unions, educational institutions and the voluntary sector.  The  moral and economic cases for the full and fair involvement of women in the workplace are of fundamental importance and we welcome the work of the Commission.  However, while noting that powers to legislate about equal pay are reserved to the UK Parliament, we think it is crucial, for the reasons set out below, that the particular circumstances of Scotland are considered by the Commission and reflected in its outcomes.   We have not sought to answer all the questions suggested in your call for evidence; rather, we have selected issues of particular interest to many of our members and focused on aspects of the context particular to Scotland.   

Scotland’s population is falling and, crucially, ageing.  The Government Actuary department projections suggest that there will be 4,000,000 Scots in 2041, down from a level of 5,062,011 at the 2001 census.  Scottish fertility rates are lower than that of the UK and net migration remains close to zero.  We welcome attempts,  such as the Scottish Executive’s Fresh Talent Initiative, to bolster the numbers of the population but see little chance that such measures in themselves can reverse population decline.  In 2041, the absolute numbers aged over 65 will have risen sharply at the same time as the number of young Scots is falling in absolute terms and as a proportion of the population.  Scotland is not well-placed to absorb what are likely to be the severe impacts of such a demographic shift.  Scottish Executive figures suggest that in 2002 Scottish productivity (measured in terms of GDP per hour worked) lagged significantly behind that of the UK as a whole which, in turn, compares unfavourably with the G7 average.  These predictions admit of margins of error, of course, but it is clear that working Scots will increasingly have to work more productively to support what will be in large parts a frailer population.  As a smaller working population shoulders a greater burden, the need to employ those currently economically inactive, a disproportionate amount of whom are women, is clear.

Even if one were to leave aside the issues of justice and fairness, we agree with the approach taken by the DTI’s Women and Equality Unity report, The impact of women’s position in the labour market on pay and implications for UK productivity, that the implications of the gender pay gap for economic growth must be of basic concern to all in the economy.  With its distinctive demographic and economic challenges, the need to understand and tackle gender disparities in pay and productivity is a particularly pressing one for Scotland.  In the light of the Treasury’s opinion that “productivity is the largest single component of economic growth”, tackling discrimination in the labour market is clearly critical to meeting the Scottish and UK governments’ pronouncements that they share the economy as a top priority.  

Thus, while welcoming the Commission’s work, SCDI wishes to see distinct consideration given by the Commission’s work programme and subsequent report to the Scottish context.  Consultation, evidence gathering and any public meetings should be accessible to Scots.  In this respect, we are particularly pleased to see that the Scottish Executive has provided funding for the Fair Play Consortium to co-ordinate a Scottish response to the Commission’s work.


The issues raised in the pay gap and gender discrimination debate are particularly sensitive.  Families and work are spheres in which the individual’s basic rights and choices are exercised in the most personal ways.  SCDI suspects it is not alone in being disappointed that in your call for evidence you state that “the Women and Work Commission will not be looking at maternity, paternity and flexible working legislation, as this is the responsibility of the Work and Parents team in DTI’s Employment Relations Directorate”.  It is unclear whether this entails that the wide range of measures short of legislation in these areas falls within the scope of the Commission’s work; if not this would appear to be a dispiriting disjointedness in what must be one of the most cross-cutting issues before government.

  The research surrounding the Commission’s work is clear that the issues contributing to gendered pay and productivity differences are many and varied.  Although the facts are stark (18% pay gap between men and women in full-time work, a 0.3 years gap in educational attainment and the evidence of downwards occupational mobility in women returning to work), the causes of a culture which impact upon women’s position in the labour market are interconnected and range from considered choices by families about work-life balances to direct discrimination and harassment in the workplace.

The Commission’s call for evidence asks ‘What are the barriers to women’s greater access to training and lifelong learning?’ and ‘What are the barriers to women progressing in the workplace?’.  SCDI’s view is that though many of the barriers are cultural, many of the measures needed to tackle this culture and put the value of family at the heart of the life of the community are practical.  Further investment in diverse types of childcare services would help to make such provision affordable for more families.  Consideration should be given to providing such additional resource through voucher systems and further tax credits which parents could choose how to spend.  As well as making returning to work or undertaking skills development more affordable options, this would allow parents to utilise the solutions best suited to their circumstances while directing resources into an often underpaid and undervalued profession.

In the workplace, SCDI supports the lead that the public sector in Scotland has taken in conducting gender equal pay reviews and introducing flexible working patterns.  Measures to encourage pay reviews in companies beyond the 18% of large employers and 10% of medium sized employers that have already done so would be welcome.  


Taking the starting point that the Scottish economic interest is served by putting families and work at the heart of public policy, SCDI supports all measures that aim to promote choice without disadvantage.  Emphasising that such policies are not merely family friendly but demonstrating their importance to bolstering future Scottish competitiveness should be an important strand of the presentation of this approach.  Beyond the general benefits to the economy, we support further work to disseminate the benefits to individual businesses of putting in place family friendly policies.  Progressive businesses stand to benefit from more loyal and committed work forces and are less likely to suffer the losses to productivity associated with underutilising the skills and experience of the women who work for them.  The value of such an approach should entail, of course, that any actions take careful account of the particular circumstances of all businesses and, in particular, the challenges faced by Scotland’s small and medium enterprises.
Regards,
Daniel Kleinberg

Policy Analyst, SCDI
