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4.3 Using Political Change to Promote Gender Sensitive Budgeting in Scotland: 
The Experience of the Scottish Women’s Budget Group – by Ailsa McKay15 

The Scottish experience with gender budgeting has been reported in a number of formal publica-
tions16. The purpose of this paper is to provide a brief outline of the ‘story so far’ within a Scottish 
context and to highlight how the activities of the Scottish Women’s Budget Group (SWBG) remain a 
crucial aspect of ongoing developments.  

Promoting Gender Sensitive Budgeting in Scotland – The Changing Political Landscape 
The new millennium marked a period of significant political and economic change in Scotland. The 
May 1997 UK general election witnessed the start of a process whereby Scotland would benefit 
from the establishment of a new Scottish Parliament and Executive, directly responsible for a num-
ber of policy areas. The election victory of the New Labour government meant that devolution, the 
transfer of power from the UK Parliament at Westminster, now seemed likely to become a political 
reality. A referendum was held on 11 September 1997 on the government’s proposals for a Scottish 
parliament and the Scottish electorate produced a clear majority in favour. The first Parliament took 
up its full legislative powers in July 1999. This change in the political horizon was accompanied by a 
commitment to advance an agenda of equality mainstreaming throughout the public policy process.  

The favourable policy framework implied by a commitment to mainstreaming combined with the in-
creased representation of women in the polity (following the May 2003 election 39% of Members of 
the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) are women) indicates real potential for promoting gender equality 
throughout the policy process and across the range of public policy interventions. The emergence 
and subsequent activities of the Scottish Women’s Budget Group (SWBG) can be arguably linked 
positively with this more ‘woman friendly’ political landscape. 

The Story of the Scottish Women’s Budget Group 
Recognising the opportunities afforded by the principles and operation of the new Scottish Parlia-
ment, Engender, an information, research and networking organisation for women in Scotland, 
hosted a seminar in November 1999 to consult with groups and individuals with an interest in form-
ing a women’s budget group. The seminar was attended by women from a range of organisations 
and was addressed by a representative of the UK based Women’s Budget Group. Inspired by the 
work of the UK group, the overall outcome from the meeting was that there was indeed a desire to 
establish a Scottish based group, to work in close consultation with the Women’s Budget Group 
and to learn from their experience. Although the formal establishment of such a group was to take 
several months, the immediate action of several of the women attending this initial seminar secured 
the potential for further progress.  

Soon after the seminar, the new administration, the Scottish Executive, produced a consultation 
document containing proposals for the first round of spending allocation for 2000-2001 and 2001-
2002, which presented the emerging SWBG with a particular focus. A collective response com-
menting on the gender impact of specific proposals and calling for a framework to be established to 
ensure a gender impact analysis was incorporated in the budget process was submitted. The re-

                                                  
15 Article by Ailsa McKay and the Scottish Women’s Budget Group. To become involved in the Scottish Women’s Budget 
Group or to obtain more information about its work please contact Ailsa McKay, Division of Economics and Enterprise, 
Glasgow Caledonian University, Cowcaddens Road, Glasgow, G4 OBA, Scotland. Tel: 0141 331 3321 Fax: 0141 331 
3293, e-mail: amk@gcal.ac.uk 
16 For background details on the development of SWBG see McKay et al (2002). A more up to date account of the work of 
the group is provided in McKay (2006). Mackay et al (2005) provide an evaluation of the impact the groups activities have 
had in shaping the policy process in Scotland. 


