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Issues of diversity in elected bodies have been highlighted in recent years, both with regard
to elected representatives themselves, and, more recently, in respect of the treatment of
those working in such institutions, especially women. This article focuses on another
aspect of diversity, inequality and representation, the voices heard by parliamentary
committees in their scrutiny of government actions and legislation.

The article discusses the current position in the Scottish Parliament (and other UK
legislatures) with, for example, around three-fifths of witnesses at Holyrood being
male, and highlights both ‘demand’ and ‘supply’ factors that influence the make-up
of committee witnesses. It also identifies a number of functions that witnesses can play
for committees, and how these relate to diversity and representation, and suggests that
there may be benefits to committees and legislatures in hearing from a wider range of
voices.
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I n t roduct ion

It has long been argued that some groups in society lose out significantly because they
lack power, particularly those who are poor or otherwise socially excluded (for example,
Miliband, 1974; Townsend, 1979; Williams, 1989; Oliver, 1990; Byrne, 1999; Lister,
2004). One aspect of this that has seen considerable attention in recent years has been the
extent to which elected bodies are and should be representative of wider society, and this
has also been linked to significant questions about their work, including their engagement
with wider society, the quality of legislative scrutiny and oversight of government, and
even the future of representative democracy.

This article suggests that many of these concerns can be considered in relation to
the work done by parliamentary committees, and in particular the voices that they hear
from when gathering evidence for their work. It draws upon a variety of literatures and
empirical research in the Scottish Parliament to examine these issues. The focus here
is primarily on gender, but many of the arguments and implications could be extended
to other protected characteristics, and indeed to other attributes, such as geography or
socio-economic status.

As noted above, one issue that has frequently been highlighted is the make-up of
elected bodies, in particular with regard to the characteristics of representatives, and
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the extent to which they do or do not reflect the nature of their society, and what
this means for democracy and the policy agenda. More recently this has been echoed
in relation to the treatment of those working in such institutions, especially women.
However, questions of equality, diversity and representation arguably extend beyond
those inside representative bodies, whether elected or appointed, and can and should
include the voices that legislatures hear from. In addition, there may be a variety of other
reasons that legislatures, including through their committees, should be seeking to hear
from a wider range of voices, not least in contributing to the scrutiny of government
legislation and actions. The Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), for example, suggests that
a gender-sensitive parliament ‘responds to the needs and interests of both men and
women in its structures, operations, methods and work’ (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2016:
6) and ‘Mainstreams gender equality throughout all of its work’ (Inter-Parliamentary
Union, 2016: 7). However, while quite extensive, including communications and
outreach policies and participation in public events held in parliaments, the IPU’s self-
assessment toolkit does not extend to the voices that a parliament’s committees might
hear from.

Committees are an important part of the parliamentary structure, and while their
roles and powers vary across jurisdictions, they are often responsible for scrutinising
government legislation and help hold governments, public bodies, and indeed others,
accountable for their actions, including in relation to policy implementation (for example,
through collecting evidence, questioning witnesses, producing reports and having access
to the media). The committees of the Scottish Parliament are responsible for both legislative
and executive oversight, and themselves have the power to introduce legislation, although
that has rarely been used.

Drawing on a range of literatures, the article highlights the variety of potential
benefits for parliaments that may be associated with hearing from a wide range of
voices. In contrast, the analysis of witnesses who give evidence to committees of the
Scottish Parliament shows that they are largely male and tend to be drawn from a
relatively narrow range of organisations. It suggests that at a time of growing inequality
and substantial political disengagement these considerations may be of even greater
significance.

Methodo logy

There is relatively little information available on other parliaments, and the academic
literature in this field, while growing, remains sparse. While using ideas from a variety
of related fields, this article therefore draws significantly on new work. It involves semi-
structured interviews with sixteen MSPs (including ten current committee conveners),
eight clerks, eight Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) researchers, and six other
parliamentary staff, all of whom are involved in the identification of potential committee
witnesses, between February and September 2017. The data from the interviews are
analysed inductively with a focus on emerging themes, although this article seeks to
reflect the wide range of perspectives on this topic. In addition, SPICe staff compiled a
database of all committee witnesses in the parliamentary years 1999–2000, 2015–16 and
2016–17 using committee minutes. This included information on the organisation and
gender of each witness, as well as the committee to which they gave evidence. Witnesses
were classified by individual committee item. As committees do not currently record the
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gender identity of their witnesses, individuals were classified on the basis of their name,
with the exception of one person who had requested prior to their appearance before a
committee during the 2015–16 parliamentary year that they be noted as non-binary (they
are excluded from the analyses unless specifically noted). The research received ethical
approval through the University of Lincoln’s standard processes.

The Scot t i sh P ar l i ament , engagement and d ive rs i t y

For the Scottish Parliament, there have been a number of drivers of concerns about the
diversity of voices heard by committees, including oral witnesses. Indeed, the Parliament
was widely seen as having been created on the basis of founding principles of power-
sharing, accountability, openness, participation and equal opportunities (Commission
on Parliamentary Reform, 2017), although in recent years both internal and external
developments have contributed to maintaining a focus on these. While the Parliament
might therefore be seen as having developed from a particular starting point, and to
have a specific democratic transition, there are similar issues in other UK legislatures,
as highlighted elsewhere in the article, and they also appear to be gaining traction
internationally.

Within the Parliament, longstanding commitments to openness and participation have
been reflected in documents such as the Committee Engagement Strategy, which also
highlighted an increased focus on engagement and related priorities, including involving
‘more people from a broader range of communities in the work of committees’ (Scottish
Parliament, 2015), the Public Engagement Strategy (Scottish Parliamentary Corporate
Body, 2016), and the Diversity and Inclusion Strategy 2017–21 (Scottish Parliamentary
Corporate Body, 2017), with the latter emphasising the desire for an open and accessible
Parliament ‘as a place to work, to visit and to participate’ (Scottish Parliamentary Corporate
Body, 2017: 2), the importance of public engagement activities, and the need to ensure
that the Parliament has ‘the knowledge and expertise to make better informed decisions
about the needs and experiences of all diverse groups’ (Scottish Parliamentary Corporate
Body, 2017: 6). As happened in the UK Parliament, allegations of sexual harassment
emerged during 2017 and led to a number of initiatives aimed at preventing such
behaviour in the institution (Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee,
2018). Finally, the report of the Commission for Parliamentary Reform, established by the
new Presiding Officer in 2016 to reflect on the first eighteen years of the Parliament’s
existence and to consider how it could enhance scrutiny and better engage with the
people of Scotland, placed considerable emphasis on the effectiveness of committees
and on diversity, including suggesting that ‘efforts must be made to ensure all voices are
heard’ (Commission on Parliamentary Reform, 2017: 14).

Outside the Parliament, in addition to more general debates about political
engagement, equality and diversity in contemporary society, the Scottish Government’s
proposals and enactment of legislation for an objective of equal gender representation on
the boards of public bodies arguably gave added impetus to discussions on gender and
highlighted women’s under-representation in many aspects of civil, political and social
life. During the period of the research, the #MeToo campaign also reflected some of the
concerns about the treatment of women, including within the Westminster and Holyrood
Parliaments, and reinforced wider concerns about inequalities.
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Why does d ive rs i t y o f commi t tee wi tnesses mat te r?

As noted above, in many legislatures, committees are of significant importance in the
scrutiny of government legislation and policies, not least through gathering formal written
and oral evidence (and sometimes informal evidence), producing often authoritative
reports and placing information in the public domain, and there is some evidence that
these can have a real impact on governments (for example, Benton and Russell, 2013;
White, 2015; Russell and Gover, 2017). In Scotland, in addition, it has been argued that, in
line with wider attempts to make the new Parliament more open, inclusive and transparent
(Mitchell, 2000; Megaughin and Jeffery, 2009), committees were designed to enhance the
role of civil society in the legislative process (Consultative Steering Group, 1998; Bonney,
2003), and to engage the public proactively, including traditionally excluded groups.
The Scottish case therefore is a valuable one, although, as with other parliaments, it has
been suggested that the ‘usual suspects’ remain the dominant players giving evidence to
committees (Cairney et al., 2009; Halpin et al., 2012; Pedersen et al., 2015).

Committees can also be seen as an important linkage between the state and
civil society (Hough, 2012), allowing the public to engage directly with their elected
representatives (Reader, 2015), transmitting information about what voices parliaments
hear from and value, and potentially acting as a form of representation between elections
(Pedersen et al., 2015). Oral witnesses, in particular, are visible to commentators and
the public in a way that those who submit written evidence are not, while they are also
subject to a form of selection, as discussed in greater depth below, which does not apply to
those who provide written evidence, and indeed some witnesses will not have submitted
written evidence prior to their appearance before a committee.

It is possible to draw on a variety of literatures to argue that there are likely to be
benefits to legislatures from committees hearing from a wider range of voices. While
there is clearly some overlap (see also Childs, 2016, for an in-depth consideration of ‘the
good parliament’ in relation to gender at Westminster), these can be seen as fitting within
three broad themes: representation, policy-making and evaluation, and participation and
legitimacy.

Repr esen ta t i on

Notions of representation are clearly important to parliaments, with Pitkin’s (1967)
framework (including replicating the characteristics of society, acting on behalf of
individuals or groups, acting as a symbol by standing for something, such as women
or ethnic minorities, or a representative being free to make decisions as they please once
they have been elected), having been particularly influential, although also subject to
some significant criticisms (for example, Childs and Lovenduski, 2013). Many of these
ideas have been developed particularly with regard to women and elected representatives,
including that women are often underrepresented, and that female representatives can
and do provide substantive representation (Childs, 2004; Celis and Childs, 2008), may be
more likely to raise policy issues such as domestic violence (Goetz, 1998) and women’s
access to the labour market (Celis, 2006), and to support policies that might increase
equality (Kittilson, 2011). Some have also sought to extend feminist arguments about
the representation of women to participation in non-electoral elements of democratic
processes (for example, Agustı́n, 2008; Rumbul, 2016) and public workforces (Johnston
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Miller, 2012), and suggested that institutional structures are key to facilitating the
representation of marginalised groups (for example, Weldon, 2002), with parliamentary
committees providing an obvious and important example of elements of the democratic
process that citizens and groups can engage with, so that it can be argued that ‘presence’
(Phillips, 1995) is therefore important in these areas. More recently, Saward (2010, 2016)
and others for example, (Severs, 2010, 2012) have taken arguments about representation
in a somewhat different direction, suggesting that some groups in society, including
perhaps those who are not descriptively represented, or whose views may not normally
reach policy makers, such as children or poorer people (for example, Lister, 1990; Tisdall,
2014; Garthwaite, 2016), may benefit from claims of representation made by those who
are not themselves elected. Such debates are of growing importance, given that increasing
economic and social inequality, combined with changes in the fabric of the representative
system, can be seen as having further increased the power of the rich in many democracies,
enabling them to ‘entrench their own economic advantage and insulate their wealth in
ways not open to poorer citizens’ (Parvin, 2018: 271).

P o l i c y - m a k i n g a n d e v a l u a t i o n

From a rather different starting point, drawing on literature on the making, oversight
and evaluation of policy, there are arguments that a greater range of voices can provide
different perspectives (Liaison Committee, 2015; Engender, 2016), including from those
who are responsible for implementing and who are affected by policy and legislation
(Cabinet Office, 2012), and that, in turn, may inform scrutiny by informing committees
(Thompson, 2014; Hendriks and Kay, 2017) and helping committee members develop
expertise (Geddes, 2018). Similarly, it has been suggested that input from a wider
variety of voices and interests can provide additional external challenges to policy and
legislation (Cabinet Office, 2012), leading to better (Modernisation Committee, 2006;
Liaison Committee, 2012) and more transparent scrutiny (Marsh and Miller, 2012), and,
in turn, can potentially lead to improved outcomes (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000; Ilot and
Norris, 2015), more effective policy implementation (OECD, 2017) and evaluation (Plottu
and Plottu, 2009), and increased legitimacy (Albertyn, 2003; White, 2009), including by
providing greater awareness of society’s views and increasing the ability of policy makers
to respond to public concerns; while Hendriks and Kay (2017) emphasise the possibilities
for enhancing the ‘deliberative capacity’ of committees. The OECD have highlighted, in
a review of gender equality in Canada, the importance of parliaments and parliamentary
committees in this regard, and the benefits of a broader range of witnesses:

Ensuring a degree of diversity among experts who give evidence to committees, in terms of
gender, but also ethnicity, sexuality, disability, etc., helps to ensure that policy making is fully
informed by the range of experiences facing Canadians, and that persistent policy gaps are
highlighted and exposed to challenge (OECD, 2018: 95).

Engagemen t , pa r t i c i pa t i on and leg i t imacy

There are a range of other arguments associated with democracy and the participation
and engagement of the public, and the potential for enhanced legitimacy for institutions,
that further support the idea of committees hearing from a range of witnesses. Some of
these are related to the considerable evidence that levels of political trust among the
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public have fallen over time, and the attempts that have been made by governments and
others seeking to improve the ways in which citizens engage with and view the political
system (Brodie et al., 2011; King, 2009; Seyd et al., 2018), the importance of social capital
and the role of civil society (Whiteley, 2012). Hendriks and Lees-Marshment (2018) have
recently explored how political decision-makers view public input, and suggest that
they frequently value public input, but that their preferences tend not to be for formal
consultation processes, rather being for more informal dialogic systems, and committees
are a potential area for providing greater connections between citizens and politicians.

Other arguments are more specific to the operation of committees themselves, so that,
for example, Halpin et al. (2012) note that although it is clearly important for committees
to hear from those with expertise, hearing from only a limited range of voices might be
conceived as being counter-democratic, while Geddes (2018) argues that committees can
give citizens a voice, allowing them to voice concerns over policies.

While the bulk of the ideas outlined above relate to the ‘inward facing’ elements
of the work of parliaments and governments, there are also ‘outward facing’ pressures,
reflecting a recognition that the activities of parliaments will be seen and interpreted by
those outside, including the media, civil society organisations and the public, and that
the selection of witnesses therefore also matters because it sends a message to those
outside parliaments about how the institutions work, what they are interested in and who
they listen to. This also reflects suggestions that trust and legitimacy can be enhanced
(Hardin, 2013; Leston-Bandeira, 2014) by the public feeling better represented by a
parliament that looks more like them and which is more responsive to them (Childs and
Lovenduski, 2013). Indeed, albeit from a somewhat different perspective, the Commission
on Parliamentary Reform (2017) found that people often valued their involvement with
committees, and that for many the experience encouraged them to learn more about and
become involved in the work of the Parliament, as also reported by Bochel (2013) with
regard to the petitions committee in the National Assembly for Wales. Indeed, Dean’s
(2018) work on participation in social policy in the United Kingdom usefully highlights
the potential two-way links between policy-making and legitimacy by emphasising that a
willingness to participate increases with more positive perceptions of institutions.

Commi t tees and wi tness d ive rs i t y

Given the arguments outlined above, and despite many of these potential benefits being
difficult to assess (for example, Loeffler and Martin, 2016), it is perhaps unsurprising that
recent years have seen a greater emphasis on the quality of evidence gathered by and the
variety of voices that are heard by committees in a number of legislatures, particularly in
the United Kingdom.

However, even where there are deliberate attempts to open up processes, as with
petitions systems, publication of draft bills and more open calls for evidence, significant
challenges remain, including in relation to existing disparities of power and resources (for
example, Barnes et al., 2007), fairness of process and the management of expectations
(Bochel, 2016), as well as the potential difficulties associated with balancing attempts
to develop more participative forms of democracy alongside traditional representative
democracy (for example, Bandeira and Ferraro, 2017; Bochel and Bochel, 2017). It
is therefore not surprising that there have been concerns expressed that parliamentary
committees continue to a large extent to listen to the ‘usual suspects’ (for example,
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Halpin et al., 2012; Liaison Committee, 2012; Pedersen et al., 2015), who also arguably
have better access than other interests through other parts of the political and policy-
making processes (McGarvey and Cairney, 2008). This section outlines the relatively
limited material that considers who committees hear from, before the article moves on to
consider the position in the Scottish Parliament.

The U n i t ed K ingdom Par l i amen t

Although there have been relatively few studies of the characteristics of witnesses to
parliamentary committees, in the United Kingdom, in particular, that has begun to change
in recent years. The Westminster Parliament, and the House of Commons in particular,
has seen a considerable increase in emphasis on issues of equality and diversity in
recent years, including in relation to elected members and staff, and with regard to
gender (for example, The Good Parliament report: Childs, 2016) and select committee
witnesses, with the Commons publishing statistics for the gender of committee witnesses
in its Sessional Return since 2013 (for example, House of Commons, 2017). As with the
Scottish Parliament, at least some of the pressures for more information, and indeed for
change, have come from inside the institution. While there are some differences between
the two chambers – not least the fact that in the Commons public bill committees (for
which there are no figures on the make-up of witnesses), rather than select committees,
scrutinise legislation – Westminster nevertheless provides a useful comparator.

The work of Berry and Kippin (2014) was important in highlighting the make-up
of select committee witnesses and encouraging interest in the topic, showing that, in
one month in 2013, of 583 witnesses only 144 (25 per cent) were women, and that
there were significant differences across committees. They also found that 41 per cent
of witnesses came from the public sector (with, perhaps unsurprisingly, ministers and
officials from central government departments dominating), 20 per cent from the not-
for-profit sector, and 18 per cent from the private sector; similarly, trade associations
were prominent; and academic witnesses were disproportionately drawn from London.
Although recognising that committees do not have a completely free hand in identifying
and selecting witnesses, so that ministers, senior civil servants, and the heads of public
bodies and other organisations are very likely to be chosen, they argued that, given
the gender disparities among witnesses that committees do have more control over,
‘committees are contributing to this problem as well as being subject to its effects’ (Berry
and Kippin, 2014: 15). Geddes (2018) also noted a considerable reliance for witnesses on
charities, campaign groups, business and trade associations and professional associations,
and showed that witnesses from the private sector were most likely to be male, followed
by those from government and the civil service, while those from not-for-profit bodies
were most likely to be female, with politicians, the public sector and higher education
coming between the two extremes. He also argues that concerns to achieve a politically
balanced set of witnesses mean that representation of political ideas has generally trumped
concerns over social diversity.

Within the House of Commons, the Liaison Committee (2015) suggested that, while
select committees have made considerable efforts at promoting engagement, the level
of activity aimed at reaching those sections of society that are disenchanted with and
disengaged from mainstream processes ‘seems out of kilter with the scale of the challenge’
(Liaison Committee, 2015: 47). Indeed, in 2018 the Committee agreed that unless panels
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involve specific office holders, those with three or more witnesses should normally include
at least one woman, that statistics should be published regularly, and that by the end of
the Parliament the aim should be for at least 40 per cent of ‘discretionary’ witnesses to be
female (Liaison Committee, 2018).

Othe r l eg i s l a t u r e s

While most information is available about Westminster, in many respects the Nordic
states (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden) would appear to be appropriate
comparators for the Scottish Parliament, having unicameral parliaments, strong party
discipline, and committees that combine scrutiny of legislation with that of the executive,
while they also frequently have minority or multi-party governments. The other devolved
legislatures in the United Kingdom, the Northern Ireland Assembly and the National
Assembly for Wales, are also obvious comparators. However, none of these bodies collects
data on committee witnesses, making academic studies the sole source of information.

In one of the few pieces of comparative work, Pedersen et al. (2015) examined the
national parliaments of Denmark, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, which they
argue reflect important similarities and differences in institutional design. They show that
parliamentarians consider issues of both representation and information quality when
seeking actors to give evidence, with ‘representation’ being largely about engagement
with external stakeholders relevant to the topic being considered, and information quality
reflecting a desire to be as fully informed as possible about the issue, with a consequent
preference for engagement with those who are knowledgeable about the issue and who
can contribute new perspectives. Their research suggests that where there is open access
interest groups tend to be more dominant and the provision of evidence tends to be
concentrated in the hands of fewer actors; closed access procedures mobilise different
types of actors (such as experts and private companies), while the evidence comes from
a broader number of actors.

Like the Scottish Parliament, the National Assembly for Wales has had high levels of
women’s representation among its members, and values such as ‘equality’ and ‘diversity’
prominent in its founding principles. However, Rumbul (2016) has shown that despite
the focus on the substantive and descriptive representation of women in elected office,
across the first twelve years of the Assembly’s existence only 27 per cent of committee
witnesses were female, with only a very slight upward trend over time. She found
that committees concerned with areas such as agriculture and transport heard from
largely male witnesses, with only those looking at education and health and social care
having more than forty per cent female witnesses. Similarly, Maxwell (2017), having
examined five committees in each of the Northern Ireland Assembly, National Assembly
for Wales and Scottish Parliament, found that in each legislature male witnesses typically
outnumbered female witnesses by around two to one, with subjects such as agriculture
and business having the smallest proportion of women, and education and health the
smallest gaps in representation.

W i t n e s s e s an d d i v e r s i t y i n th e S c o t t i s h P a r l i a m e n t

For the Scottish Parliament, as with other legislatures, there are clearly a variety of
pressures and initiatives affecting witness selection, and indeed evidence gathering more
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Table 1 Gender of committee witnesses, 1999–2000,
2015–16, 2016–17 (percentages)

1999–2000 2015–16 2016–17

Female Male Female Male Female Male
25.1 74.9 35.9 64.0 38.2 61.8

generally, as outlined above. The work of Halpin et al. (2012) provided valuable insights
into the work of the Parliament’s committees during the 1999–2003 and 2003–7 sessions.
They found that different tiers of government were the largest single category of actor,
while individuals and citizen groups were the second and third most common types of
actor, and suggested that an invitation to give oral evidence was a proxy for privileged
access, with few individuals being invited to give oral evidence. Importantly, in relation
to marginalised groups, they examined hearings likely to have a discernible impact on
the black and minority ethnic population, disabled people and children, and found that
around a quarter (23 per cent) of all committee issues were likely to affect children, and
around 8 per cent disabled people, while even in these sectors the most active contributors
were generalist organisations, and particularly those from the public sector.

The discussion below draws upon interviews with MSPs and parliamentary staff, and
the database of committee witnesses developed for this research, to consider further what
is known about who gives oral evidence and the views of respondents on this. While the
focus is on those who provide oral evidence, it is important to recognise that committees
receive ‘evidence’ in a number of forms and through a variety of different paths. Typically,
written evidence is sought prior to committees hearing oral evidence, and can inform both
the selection of witnesses and the line of inquiries of committees. However, committees
also utilise a variety of other forms of information gathering, including less formal activities
such as visits, informal breakfast meetings and using social media, while MSPs also receive
input through contacts with constituents, organised interests and others.

Table 1 shows the proportion of witnesses by gender for formal evidence sessions
in the Scottish Parliament for the three years for which data was collated. Alongside a
marked increase in the numbers of committee witnesses (from 848 in 1999–2000 to
1,931 in 2015–16 and 1,897 in 2016–17), there has been a significant increase in the
proportion of witnesses who are women. Indeed, the figures for Scotland clearly reflect
a higher proportion of female witnesses than in the National Assembly for Wales or at
Westminster.

As with other legislatures, there are also very significant differences across committees
in terms of both the number and gender of witnesses, with some hearing relatively little
oral evidence, while others hear from many witnesses, as illustrated by Figure 1. Although
the proportions vary somewhat each year, broadly speaking, subject areas such as health
and social care and education tend to see more female witnesses, while others, such as
finance, rural and farming issues, and local government tend to hear more from men. In
2016–17, the Equalities and Human Rights Committee had 64 per cent female witnesses,
and the Health and Sport Committee 54 per cent, while for the Rural Economy and
Connectivity Committee and the Finance and Constitution Committee the figures were
18 and 14 per cent respectively.
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Figure 1. Number and gender of committee witnesses, 2016–17.

Of course, the Parliament’s committees do not always have control of who witnesses
are, and there are, inevitably, both ‘demand’ and ‘supply’ dimensions. ‘Supply’ is perhaps
most significant where the concerns are over issues such as accountability, when it is likely
to be necessary or desirable to have particular individuals appear before committees,
or legislation, when evidence will be required from both ministers and civil servants,
and is perhaps most obvious for the Scottish Government, which is the largest single
provider of witnesses, whether ministers or officials. Since 2014, the Scottish Cabinet
has been composed of equal numbers of men and women, but during 2016–17, of the
163 ministerial witnesses, 101 (62 per cent) were male, while of the 280 officials who
appeared as witnesses, 190 (68 per cent) were male. For ministers, the differentials may,
perhaps, be at least partially explained by the fact that the First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon,
rarely appears before committees.

Table 2 shows organisations other than the Scottish Government that provided ten
or more witnesses during 2016/17 (excluding universities, where some witnesses were
selected as representing institutions while others were appearing as experts in particular
fields, and the Scottish Parliament itself, where similar caveats apply). These figures again
reflect some impact of ‘supply’ related to the nature of the subject matter and the gender
balance of potential witnesses (for example, most of the more senior figures in Police
Scotland were male, while thirty-two of the appearances for Audit Scotland were by the
(female) Auditor General).

Higher education institutions, within and beyond Scotland, are also a significant
source of witnesses, although in most cases they will be giving evidence on the basis
of individual expertise, rather than on behalf of an institution. Of the 111 academic
witnesses during 2016–17, 62 per cent were male – Higher Education Statistics Agency
(HESA) figures suggest that 59 per cent of academic staff were male in 2016/17. And of
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Table 2 Number of witnesses by organisation and gender,
2016-17

Female Male

Audit Scotland 69 50
Transport Scotland 5 30
Police Scotland 3 19
Convention of Scottish Local Authorities 12 7
Education Scotland 3 9
NHS Tayside 5 7
Scottish Funding Council 2 8
Scottish Police Authority 0 10

the seventy academic witnesses who were professors, 66 per cent were male – HESA
figures suggest that 76 per cent of professors across the UK were male in 2016/17.

Taking a wider overview, non-profit organisations and NHS bodies tended to provide
significant proportions of female witnesses, while trade unions, local authorities, private
companies and police bodies tended to send more men. In addition, the Parliament’s
committees make considerable use of witnesses from ‘representative bodies’ or umbrella
organisations, and this was widely seen as valuable in allowing engagement with key
stakeholders and accessing specialist knowledge and experience, although at the same
time many recognised that ‘ . . . there can be issues about how representative they are,
who of, etc.’ – official 13. This would appear to align them, in some respects at least,
more with the practices of committees in the Nordic states, which make greater use of
such bodies, than with Westminster (Arter, 2003; McAllister and Stirbu, 2007).

From a ‘demand’ perspective, it was clear from the interviews that while there was
considerable desire for a more diverse set of witnesses (‘ . . . we should not default to
policy and PR people’ – MSP 4; ‘Quite often we get sent high up officials, including
chief executives, who need briefing before they appear; my view is that we should get
the person who knows about the subject in the first place. I was also aware that we need
to tackle the gender balance’ – MSP 8), there were also challenges associated with any
such moves, both in terms of what is sought by committees (‘I look for witnesses who are
informed and who will be able to add to the sum of our knowledge – I care not if they are
male or female, I have no preference, but want the best person, the most knowledgeable
person, to give the best possible advice’ – MSP 5) and the practicalities (‘We do not try and
control who organisations send’ – official 5). However, there was considerable support
for the idea of the Parliament encouraging organisations to consider diversity, and for the
provision of training and support for potential witnesses.

There was a broad pattern of witnesses holding senior positions in their organisations,
and while in many respects that may be both understandable and desirable from
committees’ perspectives, particularly where there are questions of accountability, but
also sometimes for other reasons (‘Appearing before a committee can be challenging –
you need to be resilient, be able to accept responsibility, and if you have less senior people
it may be necessary for them to go back to consult on a question, which may not be ideal.
More senior people may feel more able to respond on something where an organisation’s
line is less clear’ – official 12), it does highlight that there is a potential risk of hearing
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primarily from those in managerial and strategic positions, rather than those involved in
‘frontline’ service provision, or those who are directly affected by policy, such as service
users (‘I think that we need a mix of witnesses – experts can be helpful, but we can be a
bit expert-heavy, and we do not always hear from the people that policies impact on; we
need to hear from the people who use services as their evidence can be both insightful
and persuasive – they know what really happens’ – MSP 16; ‘we tend to get the corporate
views, when sometimes it might be more useful to get the frontline view’ – official 11).

The role and functions of witnesses. As noted briefly above, interviewees, perhaps
unsurprisingly, emphasised that the primary purpose of hearing oral evidence was to
contribute to good scrutiny and to holding the government to account, for which ‘it is
very important to have a high-quality evidence base’ (official 6), although there was only
limited agreement about what might constitute that. Views tended to coalesce around
four main concerns, each of which might be seen as having particular implications for
the type of witnesses:

• Accountability, whether of the Scottish Government or other organisations, with the
primary concern being to hear from those in responsible positions, so that committees
may have little or no choice over who appears before them;

• In a representative capacity, in particular key stakeholders and umbrella bodies which
may have some form of representative mandate. This can help bring special knowledge
to committee inquiries, while also having efficiency benefits, reducing the need to
collate information from a range of voices (Geddes, 2018), and here the Parliament’s
ability to influence who appears may be somewhat limited, although a number of
respondents did suggest that such organisations could be encouraged to send more
diverse witnesses;

• To provide expertise, often drawn from individuals, and in these instances the number
of potential witnesses may be larger or smaller depending on the topic, although some
interviewees argued that the Parliament could do more to develop greater diversity
among this type of witness;

• To talk about their experiences, whether on the delivery or the receiving side of
legislation and policy, and here many respondents suggested that there may be greater
opportunities to identify more diverse groups of witnesses.

All of these clearly relate to the policy-making and evaluation process, and while the
idea of a representative capacity is clearly present in the second, it was not associated
with an application to Scottish society, and only the fourth shows a clear and consistent
link to concerns over diversity.

However, two further significant strands of thought could be identified, which not
only emphasise the inward and outward looking benefits for more diverse witnesses, but
also relate clearly to ideas that are seen in the literatures on representation, policy-making
and participation discussed earlier:

• The benefits to Parliament from having witnesses who could provide a diverse range
of views, often relating to the types of arguments outlined earlier in this article, such
as providing additional insights, detailing their experiences, and potentially raising
different issues and concerns;
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• The selection of witnesses is important because of the messages that it can send to
people outside Parliament about how Parliament works, what it is interested in and who
it listens to.

A number of interviewees also took broader views both about diversity itself, with
many suggesting that gender was a useful starting point (‘It is important that we do not
just consider gender diversity – there is disability, socio-economic difference, geography,
etc.’ – MSP 13; ‘ . . . we very infrequently have people under 35’ – official 6), and the
subject matter, perhaps reflecting the tendency for women to be more likely to appear
before particular committees (‘ . . . we do not want women giving evidence only on
“women’s issues” – official 1’). There was also a recognition that efforts to engage
with a wider range of groups and to hear different voices would be likely to require
different approaches and additional resources. However, even among those who were
most supportive of greater diversity among witnesses, there was little support for quota-
type mechanisms, and an awareness that ‘simply replacing men with very similar women’
(official 11) would not reflect other social or economic inequalities.

Finally, it is worth reiterating that the Scottish Parliament’s committees do undertake a
considerable variety of evidence-gathering beyond that which is formally recorded as oral
or written evidence, with examples ranging from the use of social media to gather views
on particular issues, through site visits (for example, to hear from destitute asylum seekers,
or the views of school pupils on human rights) to private meetings (as with survivors of
domestic abuse). These activities were seen by interviewees as beneficial, in particular
for providing different views and insights from those likely to be heard in formal evidence
sessions, and as consequently providing different drivers for inquiries and allowing the
exploration of more issues with regard to the delivery of services.

Conc lus ions

There has been growing interest in ways of enhancing representative democracy and
in hearing the voices of more elements of society, in part as a response to a perceived
decline in political engagement and growing economic, social and power inequalities.
However, while committees play an important role in many legislatures, including the
Scottish Parliament and Westminster, relatively little is known about the voices that they
hear from, nor about the role that they could play in such processes. Yet there appear
to be a variety of good reasons for Parliaments to hear from, and be seen to be listening
to, a diverse range of voices, including in relation to representation of wider society,
contributions to the quality of policy and evaluation, and enhancing engagement and
legitimacy, particularly in relation to groups who may be less able to access political
and governmental structures. The evidence from Holyrood shows that, with regard to
those who give oral evidence, while significant progress may have been made over time,
in particular with an increase in the proportion of female witnesses, those who appear
before committees are still likely to be male, to be drawn from a relatively limited set
of organisations and perhaps interests, and to hold more senior positions. In addition,
the interviews suggest that while there was a considerable degree of consensus in the
views of MSPs and officials involved in the selection of witnesses about the contributions
that oral evidence can make, they nevertheless differ somewhat in relation to who they
wish to hear from, with some emphasising the quality of information and ‘expertise’, and
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others the benefits of hearing from a wider range of voices, including those who provide
and use public services. Of course, these positions are not necessarily incompatible, but
can be seen as reflecting different paths that committees can take in seeking to undertake
informed, high quality scrutiny. In addition, some highlighted notions of representation
and fairness that they felt should be taken into account in the identification of witnesses,
and also the importance of the Parliament being aware of the message that witness
selection can send to wider society.

In line with its founding principles, and also reflecting more recent developments
and pressures, the Parliament is clearly seeking to hear from different parts of Scottish
society, including those which are less likely to be in contact with the institutions of
government and Parliament, and has a number of strategies in place that are intended
to address many of the issues, including having established a Committee Engagement
Unit in 2018 to encourage the participation of a greater number and wider range of
people (see also Hendriks and Kay (2017) for suggestions on committees and public
engagement), although with regard to witnesses the varied needs of committees are
likely to remain a challenge. There are, of course, other issues associated with any
attempt by parliaments to hear a broader range of voices, as with wider participatory
initiatives, such as how ‘representation’ is assessed, how different categories of publics are
produced and targeted, and how difference is accommodated (see, for example, Barnes
et al., 2007). In addition, given the growth in the variety of more participative means of
public engagement, there will almost inevitably be tensions between participative and
representative elements, as well as challenges in considering the implications of additional
voices and ideas for policy and legislation. However, enabling wider input through the
committee system may at least help link more participative inputs with a key element
of the representative parliamentary process, strengthening representative democracy and
strengthening scrutiny and oversight.
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