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WOMEN IN
PARLIAMENT
Speak for Yourself

Images throughout the publication show the UK Youth Parliament
and attendees at Parliament’s Outreach events.

This aim of this booklet is to encourage more women to take an active part in
decisions that affect them. It tackles some of the myths about politics, what it
is and who it is for. It also describes some of the ways that women are already
taking part and making a difference.

4

Why do we have ‘politicians’?

What’s the point of politics?

When agreement needs to be reached between
groups of people, each group will often choose
a person to negotiate on their behalf, to save
everyone from having to go to every meeting or
decide on every detail. The people we choose
to ‘do the politics’ on our behalf are called
politicians.

Politics is how we find a way forward when we don’t
all agree. It happens in the home, at work and
among friends.

Our local councillors and Members of Parliament
(who sit in the House of Commons as ‘MPs’)
are the politicians we have elected to represent
our local area when decisions are made on local
services and on national laws and taxes.
The decisions reached by these politicians will affect
us all – from what is taught in our schools to what
is available on prescription. They affect our local
hospitals, our pay and conditions at work,
our bus fares, housing costs, taxes and benefits.
Some people making these decisions are not
elected: they have applied or been appointed
because they have relevant experience – for
example, the members of our local NHS Trust board
or consumer bodies like the Disabled Persons’
Transport Advisory Committee. Most members of
the House of Lords are appointed.

Politics is a way of taking into account everyone’s
needs, opinions and ideas to try and find a
compromise before we reach a decision on
something. The best decisions will usually be
made when everyone has a say and the different
options are considered properly.

How can I make sure my politicians make
good decisions?
We all influence what is decided by politicians.
What we do, or don’t do, can affect:

• who our politicians are
It is our job to decide who we think will make the
best decisions and to vote for them when there is
an election. If we don’t vote at all, we don’t have
a say in who is elected. We can stand for election
ourselves or apply for a public role.

• who they are listening to
Our politicians need to hear our views and
experiences if they are to represent us properly.
If we don’t talk to them, they may be hearing only
one side of an issue.

• what they know about
Our politicians need information in order to
make decisions. They may decide that a law needs
changing if they have evidence that it does not work
in the way that was planned or it impacts unfairly on
some people. Unless we tell our politicians how their
decisions are affecting us, they may not know.
We all have a role in making sure the best
political decisions are made.
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WHY ARE WE TALKING
TO WOMEN ESPECIALLY?
After the 2015 General Election, the UK has moved
up to 47th in the world rankings for the number
of women in parliament1 but we still trail behind
countries like Cuba, Uganda, Serbia, Nicaragua,
Cameroon and Nepal. As the gender gap has been
closing around the world, the UK has struggled to
keep up.
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VITAL STATISTICS:
Over half of the population are women in the
UK, but:
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• 71% of MPs and
• 75% of members of the House of Lords are men
• 67% of the Cabinet are men and
• 68% of Local Councillors are men.
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And among young people, women have been less
likely than men even to vote in recent elections,
according to surveys.5
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IPU: Women in Parliaments
HC Briefing Paper: Women in Parliament & Government
UK Parliament website
CfWD: New Cabinet a third women
IPSOS MORI: How Britain Voted in 2015

FACT: There are still more men
sitting in the House of Commons
today (459) than the total number
of women MPs ever elected since
1918 (450).2

Nearly 100 years since women first won the right to vote in elections and stand
for parliament they are still under-represented at every level of UK politics.

WHY DOES THIS MATTER?
“The risk is that decisions are made with men,
primarily, in mind.” Democratic Audit
Women we spoke to said they thought it was important to
have an equal say in important decisions. Here are some of
their reasons.
Tick if you agree:
Women have different life experiences – women and
men can have very different perspectives on the
same issue
Some issues only affect women, or affect them more
(maternity leave, unequal pay, domestic violence were
some examples given). These issues may not get on the
agenda or decisions on them may not be well-informed
We are wasting the talents and ideas of over half the
population

“Getting more women into politics
isn’t just about equality and fairness
– it’s about not wasting the potential,
talent and expertise of half the
population. For the sake of good
government, we cannot afford to
ignore the problem any longer.”
Katie Ghose, Chief Executive of
the Electoral Reform Society

It is unfair – everyone should have an equal chance to
have a say
Girls and young women need to have role models as
leaders in society
If only a few women are involved, they cannot
represent women of all ages, races and classes
Women can bring different skills and qualities to
decision-making – women can be less confrontational
and better at seeing the whole picture than men.
Can you think of any other reasons why women and
men should have an equal say in decisions?

“Our democracy and public
life is weaker because it misses the
skills, experience and talents of
over half the population.”
Alexandra Runswick,
Chief Executive of Unlock Democracy
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HOW MANY OF THESE THINGS
HAVE YOU DONE?
voted in a local or national election?
shared or retweeted something in support of
a campaign on facebook, twitter etc ?
signed a petition online or on paper?
responded to a local or national government
consultation?
contacted your local councillor, your MP, or a
member of the House of Lords about something
you felt strongly about?
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watched a debate in the Commons or Lords
online or on TV?
read a news report about something that
happened in parliament?
joined a local or national campaigning group or
political party?

“You can look at the world of politics
or business, and if you don’t see
anyone that’s at all like you it can
feel like you aren’t welcome and
that you couldn’t do it.”
Jo Swinson, former MP, Women and
Equalities Minister 2012-2015.

If you HAVE done any of these, do you think it
was worthwhile/made a difference?

We don’t always see instant results
when we take part in politics. But we
can sometimes have more influence
on decisions than we expect or are
aware of.
What would make you more likely
to do one of these things?

MAYBE YOU THINK…
“IT’S NOT RELEVANT TO ME –
I’M NOT INTERESTED”
You may be surprised. See the next page
for just some of the issues talked about in
Parliament recently.
Some political decisions affect women more than
men – and vice versa – but it is not always obvious.
For instance, research published by the Women’s
Budget Group suggests that because women tend
to make greater use of public services than men
they are more likely than men to be affected when
those services improve or are cut back.6
Political decisions affect everything from animal
rights and rail fares to who we can marry or what
we can tweet. Shouldn’t we take more of an
interest in them?
Think of an issue that is important to you:
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“If you’re worried about
bullying, or where your clothes
come from, or what you’re eating,
you don’t really think
that’s what politics is – but it is.”
Baroness Parminter

6. Women’s Budget Group: wbg.org.uk
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“I DON’T HAVE THE TIME TO GO TO MEETINGS”

How politics is ‘done’ is starting to change.
The internet has made it possible for many of
us to take part when and where we choose to.
It’s never been easier to find out when important
decisions are being made and to let our politicians
know our views and experiences. We can contact
our local councillors, our MP or a member of the
House of Lords by email or social media – as well
as by phone or letter – to let them know what
we think.
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New ways to Campaign
Some of the most effective campaigns for change
in the last few years have started with online
petitions or the use of social media. Many of
these have prompted members of parliament to
hold a debate or an inquiry into an issue, or to raise
it with the Government in other ways.
Use Parliament’s website to Find Your MP or
to see how to create a Petition to Parliament.

"I've learned that I know a lot
more than I thought I did. I've also
realised just how passionate I am"
Fahma Mohamed, who successfully
petitioned the Education Secretary
asking him to write to all schools
to make them aware of FGM

Social media is not only a great way of expressing yourself and the issues you care about, but maybe
more importantly, it is an excellent way of connecting with people. Something as simple as a post
and a hash tag can open a dialogue with tens, hundreds, if not thousands of people and give your
issue the attention it deserves!
Charlene Osuagwu, 21, Ambassador for Sky News: Stand Up and Be Counted

“I DON’T KNOW ENOUGH – I’M NOT AN EXPERT”
You don’t have to have all the answers before you
have your say on something. Taking part and asking
the right questions is often more important.
Our local and national politicians often hold
consultations to

• ask for our views before they make a decision
that might affect us

• ask for our feedback on how a decision has
already affected us.

It is now normally possible to send in our comments
electronically at any time of day or night.
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You can see all current UK Government
consultations on the Gov.UK website and find all the
parliamentary committees that are asking for our
feedback on the Parliament.uk website.
Politics is not just for politicians and experts. To
make good decisions, politicians need to hear from
many of us, not just the usual few.
Only we can tell them how the decisions they make
are affecting our lives.

“It is crucial for good decision-making
that women – who make up more
than half the population – have a
say on key issues affecting their lives
and the country as a whole.”
Dr Eva Neitzert, Deputy Chief Executive
of the Fawcett Society

And if women are not taking part, our experiences
may not be taken into account.

Did you know..? You don’t need
any educational qualifications to vote
or even to stand in an election in the
UK. Most politicians have not studied
politics at a university.

“POLITICS IS MALE-DOMINATED AND SEXIST.
WHEN WOMEN SPEAK OUT THEY ARE ATTACKED
BY THE PRESS AND ON SOCIAL MEDIA”

Attitudes do change:
When women first campaigned to be allowed to vote
in elections the idea was ridiculed in Parliament. But it
was not long after the law changed that the idea that
women should not be allowed to vote seemed just
as ridiculous.
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Less than 100 years ago, women were still barred
from being doctors, lawyers and many other
professions. As more women have taken up those
roles, so attitudes have changed.

The more women who take part in UK politics,
the less likely it is that sexism will be tolerated.

REMEMBER: No one has a right to make threats
of violence on social media. When Stella Creasy
MP received threats on Twitter in 2014 the
people responsible were successfully prosecuted.

We need more women in
leadership roles, and we need
more women on the backbenches.
We need fewer stories about what
female MPs are wearing, and
more stories about the things that
actually matter to women: from
job opportunities to protection
from violence, from affordable
childcare to pension reform.
Rainbow Murray: Reader at
Queen Mary University of
London 25 Mar 2015
https://theconversation.com/invisiblein-2010-women-must-take-centrestage-this-election-38612

“It is changing for the better and the more women we have in senior positions in politics
the more that will change and the faster it will change.”
Nicola Sturgeon, First Minister of Scotland and SNP Leader

“I’M TOO YOUNG – NO ONE WILL LISTEN TO ME”
In the UK, young people are 30% of the population and
100% of the future, which means they are more likely to
be affected by political decisions than anyone else!
If young people do not take part in politics and do
not vote in elections, they risk being overlooked when
decisions are made.
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“The truth is, in most cases,
political organisations are crying out
for talented young women,
and will be delighted to hear from you.”

“Don’t be scared to voice what you
think. There might be people who
seem much more experienced but
don’t let it put you off – they were
new once as well. You could
have the best point of all, so don’t let
your fear stop you from sharing.”
Niamh Spurle,
former Youth Parliament7 member

7. UK Youth Parliament: www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk

Charlotte Henry was 24 when she
stood as a candidate in the May 2012
London Assembly election

Did you know..? At the 2015
General Election, three 18 year olds
stood as candidates. The youngest
MP elected in 2015 was 20 year old,
Mhairi Black.

“I HAVE A DISABILITY”
If you have a disability you may have specific needs that
non-disabled people are not aware of. You are also
more likely to depend upon public services.
Your feedback could be essential to improving how
those services are delivered in the UK.
Increasingly the information you need to take part in
decisions is being made available in accessible formats.
The UK Parliament is committed to ensuring its website
is accessible to everyone, regardless of disability or
technology.8 Physical access to Parliament for disabled
people also continues to improve.9

Anne Begg former MP
1997-2015 was the first

full-time wheelchair user to
be elected to the House of
Commons in 1997.
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“I soon realised there were
lots of disabled people involved and
I made connections. Never assume
that your impairment will be an
issue, and never worry that your
contribution will not be valued.”
Marie Pye, a disabled Local Councillor

8. www.parliament.uk/site-information/accessibility
9. www.parliament.uk/visiting/access/disabled-access

Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson,

the former Paralympic
athlete, is a wheelchair user
and an active
current member of the
House of Lords.

“POLITICS IS JUST PEOPLE
SHOUTING AT EACH OTHER”
TV news programmes often focus on the noisy,
’entertaining’ things that happen in politics – like Prime
Minister’s Question Time – when some MPs have to
shout to be heard.
In fact, politicians say they spend most of their time
listening to people, writing letters, talking about
things in small groups (committees) and advocating
on behalf of constituents.
In the House of Lords there is certainly no shouting.
The fact that many of its members do not belong to
a political party has helped create a calmer, more
thoughtful atmosphere.
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“Having women involved in the
discussions and debates not only
changes what we talk about but
also how we talk about it; it’s far less
likely to turn into a shouting match.”
Natascha Engel MP,
Deputy Speaker in the Commons

“IT ALL HAPPENS IN LONDON”
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It’s easy to get the impression that all the important
decisions in the UK are made in London: After all,
Parliament, the Prime Minister and many well-known
government buildings are in London.

Where in the UK do you live?

But in fact the people we choose to ‘do politics’ for us
include school governors, our trade union or residents’
association rep, our Police and Crime Commissioner and
local councillors. All these people need to hear from
women – as well as men – if they are to make wellinformed decisions.

Your MP:

Our local politicians don’t just decide how often the bins
are emptied. Among other things, councillors at county,
city or district level decide:

• who is offered council housing and which local school
each child goes to

Use your postcode to find out
the names of...

Your Local Councillors:

Your MSPs (Scotland):

• where buses run and where we can park
• the care packages for elderly and disabled people
Even our MPs, who have to be in London for some of
the time, spend several days each week at home in the
area they represent in Parliament. This gives them time to
meet with local people and find out about local concerns.
And remember, if you live in Scotland, Wales or Northern
Ireland, even fewer of the decisions that affect you are
taken in London. Many are taken by the politicians that
represent you in the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh or
in your national Assembly in Cardiff or Belfast.

Your AMs (Wales)

Your MLAs (N Ireland)

Your MEPs:

INTERESTED IN FINDING OUT MORE?
1. Women and politics

2. About politics and how to take part

The Counting Women In coalition campaigns for
equal representation of women in UK politics and
publishes the annual report on Sex and Power.

In your 20’s or 30’s? No one ever told me about
politics is a website just for you!

50:50 Parliament is a cross-party campaign and
petition for the UK Parliament to be more like life –
50:50 men:women.
The Centre for Women in Democracy compiles
information about women’s representation in politics
at all levels in the UK and internationally.
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The Fawcett Society campaigns for gender equality
and women’s rights across the UK, on themes
including Women and Power.
The Women in Public Life campaign aims to
increase women's representation in all aspects of
public life in Wales.
Engender campaigns for equal access to resources
and power for women in Scotland
In Northern Ireland, a review of Women in Politics
and the Northern Ireland Assembly has been
taking place.
Mentoring opportunities for women interested
in putting themselves forward for a political role
is offered by some organisations including the
Fabian Women’s Network and Aspire Women
Foundation.

Find out how to contact your MP or a member
of the House of Lords and how they can represent
you in Parliament.
Find out about petitioning Parliament or the
Government online or on paper.
Want to make a difference by applying for a public
appointment to a board or advisory committee?
Current vacancies are available on the Centre for
Public Appointments website.
Visit MyParliament.info or They Work For You
to see what your MP or members of the Lords have
said and how they have voted in Parliament recently.
Get online – there are lots of useful guides to help
get you started with an online campaign, such as
the National Council for Voluntary
Organisations’ How To.. Guides or the Beginner’s
Guide to Online Campaigning - Unlock Democracy.

Want to know more about Parliament? Parliament’s Outreach
Service delivers free training courses especially for women
throughout the country, throughout the year.
See a timeline for when women got the right to vote
in countries around the world..
…and remember: Use Your Vote and don’t lose your vote:
Find out how and why it’s important to get on the electoral roll

