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Introduction 

Angela Constance MSP

 

is Cabinet Secretary for Communities, Social Security and Equalities in         

November 2016. Ms Constance has been a Member of the Scottish             

Parliament since May 2007.  

In October last year, serious allegations began to arise around one of the most powerful men in 

Hollywood, Harvey Weinstein. Within the first few days of the story breaking, fifty women came 

forward, detailing the harassment, abuse and assault they were subjected to by the producer. 

Since then, women have found the courage to speak up and speak out, not just against him, but 

against countless other men, all of whom were (or in many cases still are) in respected positions, 

all of whom hold the power within their field. Women have bravely and courageously told their 

stories and the world has responded.  

 

One of the saddest things about these allegations is that people were genuinely surprised and 

shocked when the stories were told. That men with power and control would, could, and have 

systematically abused that power and abused more women than we will probably ever find out 

about. It was even sadder that people don’t realise that this type of behaviour happens every 

day. It is allowed to be perpetuated because it’s been accepted as ‘banter’ (or even worse) as 

‘compliments’ for years.  

 

The Scottish Women’s Convention (SWC) held an event at the Hilton Grosvenor on Saturday, 20th 

January focussing specifically on the subject of sexual harassment. Whilst the SWC has          

continuously heard from women across Scotland upon this subject, given the unfaltering flow of 

allegations that have come to light from across the globe, the need for an event of this nature 

was apparent. 

 

In holding this conference, the SWC wanted to identify key priorities for change directly from 

grassroots women who have knowledge and experience of the issue. As well as this, bringing 

together women from many different backgrounds to share stories and engage collectively is 

extremely important in conquering this endemic which has gone unchallenged within society for 

far too long. The SWC would like to thank all the  speakers and women who came forth on the 

day to take part in such a significant event.  

 Ms Constance discussed the recent publicity around sexual harassment and the                       

importance of ensuring that as women, we continue to keep the issue in the spotlight so that 

others will feel able to speak out about their experiences. The Minister also praised those 

who have brought this issue forth, including via the #MeToo campaign which prompted many 

more to disclose their own stories. 

 “The strength of these women and others has started a revolution that gathers daily pace and 

that calls into account those men who previously thought they were untouchable. It lays bare 

the attitudes of men in power.”  

 Fundamentally, the Minister’s speech laid bare what sexual harassment really is - a form of 

Violence against Women and Girls (VAWG). Sexual harassment is not isolated but part of a 

continuum of gendered inequality and a violation of human rights. 

 “As a woman and politician, it is my commitment to do what I can and promote an end to 

this. The women who have spoken out have pushed open a door, it is up to us to push that 

even wider. We must recognise the immense courage of those who have experienced this or 

other forms of gender based violence and those for who, for whatever reason, haven’t spoken 

out.”  
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 A crucial aspect of this is men acknowledging their responsibility and taking ownership to 

change their attitudes and behaviours. Ms Constance pointed to Deputy First Minister, John 

Swinney, responding to questions in Parliament covering sexual harassment which would            

usually have been under her own remit.  

 “As the most senior man in Government, he wanted to send out a clear message that it is  

conduct and behaviour of men that must change if we are to end sexual harassment and 

abuse of women, whether in the workplace, social life, or at home.” 

 Men must join the many women who are speaking out and taking action and acknowledge 

that this issue isn’t only for women to fix, but for society overall. In terms of parliamentary 

standards, Scotland must expect the highest from our national institutions, whilst noting it is 

not specific to merely one.  

 Every employer should have robust procedures in place that employees are aware of and 

have confidence in. Employers must focus on inequality across organisations, from lack of 

women in the boardroom and decision making to ending the gender pay gap.  

 “Gender inequality damages not only the economy, but society and will do less well if we            

discriminate against the talents of over half our population. Yet this is what we’ve been  doing 

for generations.” 

 “Coming at the centenary of women’s suffrage, I do believe this is a watershed moment that 

shouldn’t be wasted. We must make changes that will be seen to stick. It is vital for all of us 

to be silence breakers and hold perpetrators to account and keep women and children safe.” 

 The Cabinet Secretary also discussed the implementation of “Equally Safe” and the                   

publication of the delivery plan in late 2017. This sets out coordinated and action focused  

approaches to ensure everyone is doing their part to eradicate gender based violence in all its 

forms. 

 “Whilst this is a powerful articulation of our approach, we are absolutely determined its               

translated into action and translates rhetoric into reality.” 

 Ms Constance also noted how pervasive inequality is within our society, despite the strides 

made in recent decades, particularly, in areas such as the gender pay gap, maternity           

discrimination and unpaid care work. However, we also need to note what we are doing, such 

as leading the way on tackling period poverty, legislation including the Domestic Abuse 

(Scotland) Bill, the Abusive Behaviour and Sexual Harm (Scotland) Act and having a gender 

balanced Cabinet.  

 “Just because we have this, it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be redoubling our efforts to ensure 

women at every part of society and at an institutional level are represented.”  

 “This year marks the commemoration of one hundred years of suffrage. By far the best way of 

remembering is to take further steps this year to acknowledge what earlier generations did. 

We are the many, 52% of the population. We won’t settle for the status quo.”  

 

 

In light of the Domestic Abuse Bill, how will training be addressed to ensure those who come  

into contact with survivors know what coercive control is? Everyone must be responsible.  

  

 Ensuring that training is practical and based on experiences is one way in which policies are 

being improved across a number of areas, such as social security and homelessness. Training 

is needed for anyone a woman may come into contact with when accessing public services 

following a domestic abuse disclosure. 

 “The use of “coercive and controlling behaviour” in legislation means the acknowledgment of 

a whole range of behaviours that are Violence against Women, how we support victims and 

bring perpetrators to account.”  

Ministerial Q&A Session 
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Today we have so many women of diverse ages, races, religions, who want to know what can be 

done both collectively and individually around increased representation for women? How do we 

go beyond parliament? 

 

 One issue with having too few women in politics, means the focus is always on those few 

women that are there.  

 “We have then the outrageous situation where male journalists are asking these females if 

they have been victims of sexual harassment on radio or live television. This is frankly out of 

order -  and abusive.” 

 It’s important for politicians to bring personal experiences to decision making and                       

contributions in debate, but also to bear in mind we represent women in our communities. 

Women’s organisations like the SWC are part of that collective response.  

 “It is not necessarily for me to dictate to women how they support and show solidarity, I see 

my role as to support those initiatives from community and individual women and                    

organisations.”  

 

 

What is it that makes us feel disempowered and what turns it in a more positive direction? 

 

 Our voices need to be heard and not in a way that’s exploitative of individual women.                    

Solidarity amongst women is empowering. When we come together, more answers are found 

and more strength and resolve is gained to face the future.   

 

 

What can be done for survivors of domestic abuse to make the legal process less traumatic?  

 

 It’s not acceptable for any public service worker or the justice system to use how they                

perceive someone’s emotional health as a factor in whether they should pursue a legal               

process.  

 “This plays into broader myths and stereotypes around women and mental health.”  

 More work must be done in terms of forensic services and the justice system. There has been 

much useful joint work between the latter and NHS services in terms of women being able to 

navigate that system better and feel it is accessible, especially in the likes of rural areas. One 

issue around this is our efforts in recruiting more female forensic doctors.  

 

 

 Kezia began by addressing sexist behaviour within politics in general, particularly what               

happened within the Scottish Parliament after the Weinstein allegations broke. Kez                      

expressed her subsequent disappointment that nothing concrete had changed since after the 

initial uproar.  

 “It was devastating and exhilarating. It affected so many women from so many walks of life, 

but there was also the idea that we were approaching a watershed moment where things 

might change: there was a critical mass of women’s stories, men were listening, people with 

power were stopping.” 

 As a politician, Kezia detailed the coming together of female MSP’s across party lines to             

organise together collectively. This resulted in questions being put to the Scottish Parliament 

Corporate Body about the conduct of the institution which then led to a survey of staff from all 

levels around sexual harassment by an independent company.  

Kezia Dugdale 
is a Member of the Scottish Parliament for the Lothian Region and sits on the              

Economy, Fair Work and Jobs Committee as well as the Scottish Parliament                 

Corporate Body. 



 5 

 

 Focusing on the role that men can play, Kezia discussed how we need to introduce to men the 

concept of a bystander who witnesses and calls out unacceptable behaviour of other men.  

 “We all know sexist behaviour is ultimately an imbalance of power and that’s about gender 

inequality.” 

 This idea of gender imbalance also manifests itself within the Parliament to the degree of  

female representation. Whilst we have 35% female MSP’s, this is still not the 50:50 we need. 

Kezia also noted that this doesn’t necessarily mean to say that there is even 35% female             

representation at every coming together of the Parliament either.  

 Both the Rural Economy and Connectivity and the Public Audit and Post-Legislative Scrutiny 

Committee both only have one woman apiece. Kezia has argued for proper auditing where 

convenors are actively encouraged to show there’s a balanced approach to witnesses. The 

importance of diversity within politics  is fundamental to recognising why sexual harassment 

is allowed to continue.  

 “What is the propensity for women to be invited to give evidence or to be ask gendered               

questions if there is that imbalance? We need an overarching strategy and to redouble our 

efforts in that regard.” 

 A major realisation that has sprung from the sexual harassment scandal is that if this is           

happening in the likes of the Scottish Parliament, how much more prevalent this will be in    

ordinary workplaces. This political institution should be used as a leader and influencer for 

ordinary workplaces to change. 

 “Incidents of sexual harassment may not be a physical slap on the behind, it may be               

suggestive language. How much worse is this for a woman in a supermarket? Let’s use               

Parliament to fix institutions of power across the country.” 

 Turning to the Scottish Government’s Equally Safe Strategy, it is vital that resources to tackle 

sexual harassment as a form of Violence against Women are not merely redistribute when 

there is so much other work to be done around gender based violence and abuse in all its 

forms. The Government should also designate part of its social advertising budget for use to 

raise awareness around issues pertaining to sexual harassment. Establishing this as a form 

for a national advertising campaign to continue to keep sexual harassment issues at the  

forefront should be deployed.  

 

 It is extremely important for trade unions to be at the centre of challenging issues such as 

sexual harassment on behalf of their members. The recent press coverage has given women 

confidence to raise their hands and say “me too”.  

 “We are here in solidarity today. That means placing the focus on the abusive power in our 

workplaces and our industries. We cannot shy away from highlighting unsavoury issues.” 

 In 2016 the Trade Union Congress (TUC) published a report, “Still Just a Bit of Banter?”,                

detailing the extent of sexual harassment within workplaces. Key findings included that over 

half of women polled experienced some form of sexual harassment. The overwhelming           

majority did not report this to their employer. Only 1% of these women reported the                      

harassment to their union. This, along with the Weinstein scandal, led the TUC National                

Executive Committee to commit to undertake training trade union reps. 

 “I am confident that this will be the first step of many in tackling sexual harassment in the 

workplace and providing support for our reps in dealing with these cases.” 

 Trade unions themselves should look at their own internal procedures. They must be clear 

that any form of harassment is unacceptable and that everyone has a role to play in making 

the workplace a safe environment for women.  

Pauline Rourke 
is an active trade union member and carries out full-time union duties for the                

Communication Workers Union (CWU). She is Chair of the CWU Scottish Political   

Forum, a member of the STUC Women’s Committee and the STUC General Council. 
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Following speakers presentations, women were invited to pose questions concerning issues 

around sexual harassment and how to combat this. 

 

How can we educate young men in this dialogue so they can understand what constitutes sexual 

harassment?  

 

Kezia Dugdale (KD) 

We have to say to men, “you’re role here is to listen”. When questions come, we have a duty as 

women to answer. That is progress. Talking about men as bystanders should not be                 

underestimated. Let’s not forget, abuse isn’t just sexual. On social media, for instance, female 

politicians face significant levels of abuse every day of the week. This is a major barrier for  

women who want to get into politics. We need to also work on education around this.  

 

Pauline Rourke (PR) 

We need to be careful about language when discussing sexual harassment and abuse.                     

Discussions around this is not about ‘men bashing’. We are reading articles about men doing 

horrendous things, it’s happening everywhere, not just in the likes of Hollywood. We know that 

not every man acts this way, but we have to educate, whether it’s young or old, about the respect 

that we deserve as human beings. From an early age, men need to understand that there’s a 

line and there are barriers. Yes, be friendly, but that doesn’t give an excuse for touching to go to 

far.  

 

Agnes Tolmie (AT) 

This is about what’s happening to women. Today is about what’s happening to women. Sexual 

harassment comes down fundamentally to violence against women. Men in our society have a 

responsibility to point the finger at other men that are doing it and not shield it. This is what we 

need to emphasise as well.  

 

 

 

 It is fundamentally important to recognise the Scottish Trade Union Congress Women’s              

Committee as well as the General Council in educating and campaigning on this issue. At the 

Women’s Conference in October, 2017, a motion called for the Committee to support and  

prioritise the campaign to support women who have experienced sexual harassment through 

negotiation of workplace policies and the training that was then implemented.  

 In addition, the General Council have also found their focus on this issue and will be picking 

this up more coming up to the STUC General Congress in April of this year.  

 “We all have a role to play. Women are not commodities. Whilst predators crawl through                 

every corridor of industry, sadly workers in low paid precarious unemployment are even more 

susceptible to exploitation.” 

 There must be a clear understanding about what is unacceptable language and actions. This 

does not undermine consensual demonstrative affection. In order for other women to be 

urged not to stay silent, others have to speak up.  

 “Whether you work in the retail sector to radiography, from call centre to the care sector, any 

form of sexual harassment, verbal or physical, is fundamentally wrong and creates a hostile 

workplace.” 

Question and Answer Session 
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Question and Answer Session 

 

I’m curious to know what the real appetite is within Parliament regarding sexual harassment as 

not just a minimised brush on the knee or an over-exaggerated response from women, but as 

categorically violence against women? 

 

KD 

Sexual harassment and sexist language may not manifest themselves obviously, but more often 

than not in a subversive fashion. The Scottish Parliament is not a normal workplace, there are 

cameras everywhere, and people are aware of every word coming out of their mouth is moni-

tored. That’s why I’m very aware that if it’s a problem there, then what is it like in places where 

there aren’t cameras and checks? The Parliament set up a “hotline” after the scandals broke, 

which was a helpline, not a reporting mechanism. This phoneline was called 9 times. Many will 

use this and say that because there were only a few calls, sexual harassment can’t be that big a 

deal. We all know that there are millions of  barriers as to why women don’t pick up that phone. 

So we need to be careful about the analysis and conclusions we draw from the sexual                     

harassment survey just recently completed within the Parliament. 

 

PR: 

In workplaces, issues I’ve seen always go back to what is the line and what is the barrier? It 

comes down to control and power and that is why a lot of the harassment which occurs is from 

men in senior positions. Even when women do find the courage to speak up, they can still be  

disadvantaged. This needs to change. We have to come together and make a change                     

collectively. It shouldn’t matter who is the perpetrator, what level of seniority they are, it’s           

unacceptable.  

 

AT: 

When all these allegations surfaced, what was noticeable was the huge number of men who 

stood in solidarity. However, there was another group of men whose first instinct wasn’t to b e 

supportive, but instead it was to look at themselves and worry they would not be able to give a 

woman a compliment or flirt. This begs the question, why anyone’s first line of response would 

be to get defensive? 

 

 

 

If changes are to be made, how and when are they going to evaluate these to see if they’re     

successful? It’s an ongoing process, but how do we evaluate this?  

 

PR: 

It’s everyone’s responsibility. The likes of today’s conference is about that evaluation, going into 

further discussions collectively and saying “what should we address to gain change?” We have to 

be alert to what’s going on and encourage women to have the confidence to speak out, even 

from seeing something that’s unacceptable. That’s something I’d like to see after today going 

back into the workplaces, women feeling confident to call out behaviour, even if it’s not                   

happening to them individually. 

 

 

 

When organisations which exist to raise awareness and combat this are losing funding and             

resources, what do we do to combat this?  

 

PR:  

My role as a trade union rep has changed enormously since I started. Mental health is now an 

epidemic, so we need to be clued up. We’re here today to learn from each other, share best        

practices and find new approaches. This can be overwhelming, so we need to share expertise 

and ask for help from each other when these resources are scarce.  
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In Stirling University, we have the campaign “#IsThisOkay?” to prevent and tackle sexual         

violence. A lot of this is recognising that people don’t just simply fit into neat boxes.  How can 

this type of initiative be rolled out more widely? 

 

KD: 

A lot of the barriers for reporting centre around the lack of anonymity for women. As soon as the 

perpetrator is sat down and given details of the offence, the identity of that woman is exposed. 

One idea to take forward is maybe a trigger mechanism. For instance, this could allow women to             

anonymously phone up to record – not report - an incident that one person is accused of doing to 

another. If this hits a certain “trigger point”, for example five occasions where different women 

identify the same man, then a disciplinary process could go forward. We need to get through 

that barrier of women not reporting without the man immediately knowing her identity.  

 

PR: 

That’s a good starting point and it identifies trends as well which I think is important, for          

instance, it could show it’s something going on in a specific area. And it always would pose the 

question “if women have the opportunity that they want it recorded, but not reported, then 

there’s something seriously wrong.”  

 

AT:  

What we want fundamentally is for this to stop. If we put mechanisms in place and come        

together collectively, then it is hoped that perpetrators will be forced to think that the rules as 

before no longer apply and they might actually get held to account.   
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Roundtable Discussions 

After question and answer sessions with the speakers, women split into smaller roundtable 

groups in order to outline their issues, concerns and ideas around sexual harassment and      

combatting this. The SWC believe it is vital that women’s voices are heard as part of this process.  

 

Women attending the event were asked to talk about how exactly they would define sexual     

harassment, in order to garner a definition that would be considered a success by women       

regarding this abuse. Women have commented that establishing a concrete definition is hard.  

 

It was acknowledged that constructing a clear description of sexual harassment in order to place 

it on a legislative footing can be tricky. However, an overwhelming response noted that “anything 

that a woman personally regards as inappropriate behaviour” should be deemed as such. 

 

“Thoughts, words or actions with intention to manipulate, control, coercive gratification either 

direct from individual or to gain access to others.” 

 

“Power and control. Harassment is a misuse of power, some have it because of their gender or 

ethnicity or by getting into a position of power. It can change a dynamic.” 

 

Much of the discussions focussed on education and how socialisation has a major impact on  

sexual harassment, in and out with the workplace. Many also pointed to a generational issue, 

with attitudes being passed down from parents around how to treat women respectfully.  

    

“It can have a severe impact on mental health, it’s not just physical that’s the problem.” 

 

Sexual harassment fundamentally comes down to “power and control”, this is essentially a    

misuse of power asserted through the use of being in a position of power over the victim in 

terms of seniority within the workplace.  

 

“We need more women in positions of power, right now it’s too often men, and this can make 

women feel uneasy about coming forward.”  

 

“There’s an idea if you speak out, you are a mad feminist or it’s the “time of the month.” 

 

“Nobody cares. Nobody listens. There’s the feeling that you are a dustbin for other people’s     

mistakes.” 

 

Certain industries, such as hospitality, were seen to be doubly bad with many women detailing 

experiences of having to deal with sexual harassment from both staff and customers. This was 

often looked on as expected in these types of work environments, with managers often telling 

women to wear certain outfits to look more attractive to customers.  

 

“A man who has been proven of this conduct, there should be a legal obligation for this to be on 

references.”  

 

“There must be a strict protection of employment rights for women coming forward.”  

 

“How do you report leering, which can be deemed difficult to prove, but which makes women feel 

extremely uncomfortable?”  

What does sexual harassment mean to you? 
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A major roadblock to the implementation of effective procedures to tackle this behaviour is   

detailing what specifically constitutes sexual harassment in guidelines. Many women noted that 

this can mean different things depending on a variety of characteristics such as age, culture and 

background, for instance. Setting out clearly that it is what the victim regards as inappropriate 

and sufficient in order to report a complaint is, however, essential in ensuring victims come    

forward.   

 

“More must be done around the disadvantage of language barriers for minorities in reporting 

sexual harassment.”  

 

“We need simplified guidelines available to everyone.”  

 

Thoughts also centred around the idea of Government-funded campaigns nationally to inform 

both men and women about sexual harassment in an educated manner, rather than just having 

stories in the tabloids.  

 

“A national social media campaign including use of a hashtag. The likes of Stirling University’s 

#IsThisOk? Campaign to raise awareness of sexual misconduct.”  

 

“The media is run by men. The gender pay gap at the BBC shows how inequality is still so rife. “ 

 

Many women noted the importance of education from an early age. This is especially crucial as 

some women voiced comments they had heard from young men that were seen as shocking. 

For example, one woman noted she overheard two young men say that rape in a relationship 

between two adults does not exist. This was extended to also include the idea of workshops not 

only for young adults but also in workplaces, perhaps run by trade unions, to raise awareness.  

 

“There is a feeling that unwanted ‘sexting’ or pressuring girls into doing various things is                 

harmless or ‘banter’. This needs to be tackled and taken more seriously.”  

 

More needs to be done within workplaces, where harassment and abuse are extremely                     

prevalent.  

 

“There should be an independent body set up to deal with complaints. There are concerns 

around smaller businesses that may slip under the radar.”  

 

“Guidance is needed for employers on how to support women who have been harassed or       

assaulted, even if happened outside the workplace.” 

 

“When the burden of proof is sufficient there should be a trigger for investigations into a man.”  

 

There were also calls for the Scottish Parliament to do more. There were concerns about issues 

in local politics and the sexual harassment that can go unchecked there. It was hoped that the 

Scottish Parliament will use its unique powers to influence local politics to combat this.  

 

“What about grassroots politics and trade unions? Where are the women in them?”  

 

“The government needs to make it clear what is not accepted by our laws. We need to start 

there.”  

What needs to be done in order to challenge and tackle sexual     

harassment? 
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Feedback from the Event 

The SWC is funded by the Scottish Government to communicate and consult with women in 

Scotland in order to influence  public policy.  

www.scottishwomensconvention.org 

@swcwomen or find us on 

Scottish Women’s Convention is a charitable company limited by guarantee. Registered in Scotland 

No. SC0327308. Registered office 2nd Floor, The Albany Building, 44 Ashley Street, Glasgow, G3 

6DS 

 

The Scottish Women’s Convention is a Charity registered in Scotland No. SC039852. 

Very healing experience 

with lot’s of great action 

points—thank you. 

Great Discussions. 

Very empowering. 

This has been an interesting 

event that has given me lot’s of 

food for thought. Fantastic event as 

always! 

Very interesting and not 

something I would have    

considered before. Well   

done for raising awareness. 

Fantastic and extremely 

worthwhile day. 


