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P of the argument about the ‘new politics’ of devolution after  concerned the
need to renew the political class. Like many aspects of the new politics, this covered
several distinct issues. One clear issue concerned gender and the need to recruit more
women into politics (Chapter  in this Handbook). Scotland’s historic record in this
area had not been a good one. There were widespread concerns that Members of
Parliament no longer shared the social backgrounds of their constituents but were
disproportionately middle class and university educated. There, there was a feeling that
politicians did not have enough experience in the world of work and especially in
business. Instead, they seemed to be recruited increasingly from the professions. In
recent years, an added concern is that politicians seem to be drawn largely from the
ranks of politics itself, starting work as parliamentary assistants or party workers or in
think tanks and other fields directly connected to politics. Consequently, a distinct
political class has emerged, which is self-reproducing.

The post-war years had already seen changes in the composition of the political
ranks. Social change eroded the old blue-collar working-class occupations, which had a
substantial share of Labour MPs. Consequently, the Parliamentary Labour Party was
steadily becoming more middle class (Mellors ). On the Conservative side, there
was a corresponding trend, away from the old aristocracy towards the professional
middle class. Scotland, however, was rather resistant to these trends (Keating ). In
the period –, Scottish Labour MPs were more likely to be working class than
their counterparts from England, whilst the Scottish Conservatives were more likely
than English Conservatives to be from upper-class, landed and military backgrounds.
In the case of the Conservatives, these differences even increased during the post-war

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRST PROOF, 29/1/2020, SPi

pac5
Cross-Out

pac5
Inserted Text
There



Comp. by: SatchitananthaSivam Stage : Proof ChapterID: 0004745639 Date:29/1/20 Time:12:39:02
Filepath:D:/BgPr/OUP_CAP/IN/Process4/0004745639.3d
Dictionary : OUP_UKdictionary 501

period as the Scottish Conservatives lost their urban support base and retreated to the
country. Amongst Labour MPs, there was a steady reduction in the working-class
component but the Scotland–England difference survived. There was also a substantial
body of former Labour councillors, not so much council leaders as local stalwarts
moving to Westminster after a long period of municipal service.
Devolution provided the opportunity for a step change. A whole new cohort of

politicians had to be recruited. The Conservatives had lost all their Scotland MPs in
 and few had any interest in returning via the Scottish Parliament. After their
successes in the s, the SNP had been reduced to a handful of MPs although all of
them opted to move to the Scottish Parliament. Sixteen Labour MPs moved to the
Scottish Parliament, including some of the new ministerial team, but Labour did not
encourage a mass movement and, indeed, barred some prominent MPs from standing.
They were also not keen on local councillors moving to the Parliament, not wanting it
to reproduce the old municipal politics. The initial result did break with the pattern of
Scottish representation at Westminster but, rather than setting a new direction, there
was more of a convergence, and even an overtaking, of the pattern of Westminster as a
whole. From lagging behind England in becoming more middle class and professional,
Scotland’s representative leapt ahead (Keating and Cairney ). Nor were MSPs any
younger on average than Westminster MPs. This suggested that, rather than becoming
more representative, the Scottish Parliament could be imitating some of the most
criticized aspects of Westminster.
Nor has there been a notable number of ethnic minority MSPs. There has been a

consistent under-representation of ethnic minority representatives. Of  MSPs
elected between  and , only four are from a Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic
(BAME) background (McMahon ; Yaqoob ). On the other hand, there is a
notable proportion of non-Scots. Whilst the number of MPs for Scottish seats who
could not be classified as Scottish on any of the available criteria fell during the
twentieth century (Larner ) in the new Scottish Parliament of  no less than
 per cent were born outwith Scotland (Keating and Cairney ). Indeed, the
highest percentage was in the ranks of the SNP. One area in which there was a notable
difference was the sharp increase in the number of women elected but progress on that
front subsequently stalled.

G B
..................................................................................................................................

Gender balance was a central concern of the devolution movement and featured
prominently in the discussions of the Scottish Constitutional Convention in the
s. Whilst no agreement on statutory provision for balance was reached, the parties
agreed to use their best endeavours to achieve it. Labour introduced balance on the
regional lists and, crucially, a system of matching male and female candidates in the
constituencies, where they were to gain most of their seats in the first two Scottish
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elections. The result was a sharp increase in women representatives; the proportion in
the first Scottish Parliament in  was  per cent, twice that of the Westminster
Parliament elected two years earlier (Table .). Women accounted for half of all
Labour MSPs in  and  and reached  per cent in . Over  per cent of
SNP MSPs elected in  were women but the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats
lagged behind. Since the first two elections, however, there has been no overall progress
in female representation. In ,  per cent of successful candidates were women,
slightly less than in . The percentages of Labour members remained the same, but
the revival of the Conservatives in  did not translate into a larger female presence.
On the contrary, the percentage of women Conservative MSPs halved. The SNP were
back where they were in , having experienced a dip in between. They did have an
informal rule to balance men and women on the regional lists (Mackay and Kenny
). The problem was that the party was picking up more constituency seats, where it
is harder to ensure in advance that there is a gender balance and had not adopted
‘twinning’ or choosing equal numbers of male and female candidates across the
constituencies. The Greens, despite being strongly committed to gender equality and
alternating male and female candidates on their regional lists, ended up in  with
only one female MSP out of six, since in most regions they only picked up one seat and
had neglected to balance the top positions across the regional lists (Table .).

Table 27.1 Women MSPs by Party, 1999–2016

1999 2003 2007 2011 2016

SNP 15 (42.9%) 9 (33.3%) 12 (25.5%) 19 (27.5%) 27 (42.9%)
Conservative 3 (16.7%) 4 (22.2%) 5 (31.2%) 6 (40.0%) 6 (19.4%)
Labour 28 (50.0%) 28 (56.0%) 23 (50.0%) 17 (45.9%) 11 (45.8%)
Greens 0 (0%) 2 (28.6%) 0 (0%) 1 (50%) 1 (16.7%)
Lib Dems 2 (11.8%) 2 (11.8%) 2 (12.5%) 1 (20.0%) 0 (0%)
Total 48 (37.2%) 51 (39.5%) 43 (33.3%) 45 (34.9%) 45 (34.9%)

Source: Authors’ own compilation.

Table 27.2 Women MPs as Percentage of Total in Each Legislature (by Year)

Legislature Election 1 Election 2 Election 3 Election 4 Election 5 Election 6

House of Commons 18.2 (1997) 17.9 (2001) 19.8 (2005) 22.0 (2010) 29.5 (2015) 32.3 (2017)
Scottish Parliament 37.2 (1999) 39.5 (2003) 33.3 (2007) 34.9 (2011) 34.9 (2016) N/A
Welsh Assembly 40.0 (1999) 50.0 (2003) 46.7 (2007) 40.0 (2011) 41.7 (2016) N/A
MEPs 26.2 (1999) 25.6 (2004) 33.3 (2009) N/A 41.0 (2014) N/A

Source: Authors’ own compilation.
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Having over a third of women members gave the Scottish Parliament a creditable
record in  but the National Assembly for Wales has gone further, at over  per
cent. The same applied to Members of the European Parliament elected in 
(Table .). By , even Westminster had caught up, with around a third of MPs
being women, including  per cent of Scottish MPs and a third of SNP MPs. The
overall proportion of women as a proportion of Labour MPs at Westminster more or
less doubled between  and .

C  O
..................................................................................................................................

It has long been noted that the number of politicians coming from traditional working-
class backgrounds has been in decline. In fact, the terms ‘working class’ and ‘middle
class’, whilst widely recognized, can be difficult to define. The usual criterion is
occupation but in the case of parliamentarians this is not always easy to identify, as
many of them will have changed occupation, sometimes via higher education, before
entering elected politics. We therefore use the category ‘formative occupation’ (Mellors
). Normally this is a politician’s first occupation but sometimes that was a fleeting
job, followed by a longer period learning and practising a particular trade. There is a
further problem in comparing occupations over time as the old ‘blue-collar’ manual
occupations themselves have diminished in number. Whole industries have almost
disappeared, such as coalmining, which provided a regular input into the Labour Party.
That said, in the post-war era (–)  per cent of Scottish Labour MPs were
former manual workers or trade union officials, who would mostly have started out in
working-class occupations (Keating ). Labour Governments from the s to the
s always had a Scottish former miner as a minister. Scottish MPs were also notable
for the relative shortage of people with backgrounds in business compared with
Parliament as a whole. This applied equally to the Conservative Party, whose Scottish
ranks included many farmers and army officers.
Given the changing occupational structure, we cannot use exactly the same categor-

ies as were used in this earlier work to assess political backgrounds. Instead, we have
chosen a functionally equivalent category for the ‘working class’, including both
manual and routine clerical occupations. As Table . shows, even with this expansive
definition, the working-class presence amongst politicians has declined sharply. At the
first election to the Scottish Parliament in  the proportion of such working-class
representatives fell markedly compared to Scottish MPs elected in  and it has
increased only slightly since then. It is still, however, slightly higher than at Westmin-
ster, particularly in the Labour Party.
Another notable finding is the small number of MSPs with backgrounds in business,

which is only half the percentage found at Westminster (Table .). That might be
attributed to the weakness of the Conservative Party in Scotland, except that the revival
of the Conservatives has not increased business representation overall (Table .).
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In , only a quarter of Conservative MSPs have a business background compared
with  per cent of their Westminster colleagues (Tables . and .). By contrast,
the professional occupations accounted for half of the initial intake of the Scottish
Parliament in . Many of these are in ‘brokerage’ occupations that facilitate entry

Table 27.3 Formative Occupations amongst MPs, MEPs, and MSPs

Occupation MPs (2017)
%

MEPs (2014)
%

MSPs (2016)
%

Professional 28.8 28.8 25.6
Business 31.7 30.1 16.3
Blue or White Collar 3.8 5.5 7.8
Politics-facilitating 30.2 26.0 43.4
Miscellaneous 5.5 9.6 7.0

Note: ‘The instrumental occupations are: Political worker; full-time trade union official; journalist,
author, television or media worker; public relations; quango director or senior official; legislator in a
different level of government (MP, MEP, MSP, AM); full-time councillor or mayor; interest or profes-
sional group or think tank’ (Cairney et al. 2016: 152).

Source: Authors’ own compilation.

Table 27.4 Formative Occupations amongst MSPs

Occupation 1999
%

2003
%

2007
%

2011
%

2016
%

Professional 51.2 49.6 45.0 33.1 25.6
Business 17.3 14.0 15.5 17.7 16.3
Politics-facilitating 18.1 24.8 23.3 28.2 43.4
Blue or White Collar 3.9 3.9 7.0 9.7 7.8
Miscellaneous 5.5 7.8 8.5 11.3 7.0

Source: Authors’ own compilation.

Table 27.5 Formative Occupations of MSPs by Party, 2016

Occupation MSPs (129)
%

SNP (63)
%

Labour (24)
%

Conservative (31)
%

Lib Dem (5)
%

Green (6)
%

Professional 25.6 20.6 20.8 38.7 20.0 33.3
Business 16.3 17.5 8.3 25.8 0.0 0.0
Politics-facilitating 43.4 47.6 54.2 29.0 20.0 50.0
Blue or White Collar 7.8 6.3 12.5 6.5 20.0 16.7
Miscellaneous 7.0 7.9 4.2 0.0 40.0 33.3

Source: Authors’ own compilation.
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to politics by providing some of the requisite skills and opportunities, but also generally
require formal professional qualifications, such as teachers, lecturers, lawyers, and
accountants. On the Labour side, most of these are from the public sector, including
teaching. The most significant change, however, has been the rise of the ‘career
politician’.

T P C
..................................................................................................................................

It is a commonplace in political discussions to note (and usually lament) the rise of a
new class of career politician. The phenomenon of politicians working in and around
politics before election is not totally new. In the recent past, the most notable link was
to brokerage occupations which were relatively conducive to political life. These are the
jobs—including lawyers, teachers, and lecturers—providing general skills, such as
articulacy, or advantages, such as a link to the local community, flexible hours or
proximity to Westminster. A candidate had a ‘proper job’ but it gave them electoral
advantages. Further, a surprising number of Scottish Labour MPs in the past had
worked in insurance sales, presumably as an occupation compatible with politics,
giving flexible hours and an opportunity to knock on doors. Others had been full-
time party agents. In the Conservative Party, there are political dynasties, including the
old aristocracy. Even on the Labour side, there are political families going back two or
three generations and there are family traditions in the SNP.
The novelty comes from an apparent rise in politicians who do not appear to have

done anything else before entering politics soon after leaving university and rising
rapidly. The career politician works directly in politics, such as for the party or a related
think tank, and gets into Parliament at a young age. There has been a rise in
recruitment from such ‘instrumental’ occupations, which have a clearer link to politics

Table 27.6 Formative Occupations of MPs by Party, 2017

Occupation MPs
%

Labour
%

Conservatives
%

Lib Dem
%

SNP
%

Others
%

Professional 28.8 26.8 30.1 35.7 25.7 33.3
Business 31.7 19.5 43.0 35.7 22.9 25.0
Blue or White Collar 3.8 3.1 5.1 7.1 0.0 0.0
Politics-facilitating 30.2 39.8 20.3 21.4 48.6 33.3
Miscellaneous 5.5 10.7 1.6 0.0 2.9 8.3

Source: Authors’ own compilation.
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and may be used as a stepping stone towards elected office, such as MP and party
assistants, members of think tanks or interest groups sympathetic to particular parties,
and work in public relations or the media, close to the political centre (Cairney ).
These jobs support potential candidates until they are elected, since candidacy is an
increasingly time-consuming task. In many cases, the jobs also help them become
elected because they give them essential links to party recruitment. An even smaller
pool, from jobs related directly to Westminster or government, may come to be
described as promotion-facilitating since they appear to help newly elected MPs achieve
rapid promotion within their parties (Cowley ; Allen ). Leading politicians
including David Cameron, George Osborne, Nick Clegg, Ed Balls, Ed and David
Miliband and perhaps Tony Blair are often cited as examples.

Consequently, it is now commonplace in Britain to bemoan the failings of this new
cadre of ‘professional politician’. A wide selection of broadcast, print, and social media
commentators argue that elected politicians in the UK are not representative of their
constituents. Instead, they are part of a self-referential ‘political class’ which is increas-
ingly distant from the real world and mistrusted by the public (Cairney et al. ;
Allen and Cairney ). Variations of this story can be found routinely in tabloid
newspaper coverage of politicians, summed up by Leo McKinstry’s (, cited in
Allen and Cairney : ) claim that:

the political class inhabits its own bubble, utterly divorced from the lives of
voters . . . too many professional politicians . . . have no experience of the real
world. Precious few have backgrounds in the working class, the private sector or
business. A vast number of MPs, particularly on the Labour and Liberal Democrat
benches, are nothing more than ambitious careerists who worked in politics,
pressure groups, think tanks, local government and the civil service before winning
their seats.

To examine this rise, we have used a specific category of ‘politics-facilitating’ jobs and
separated it from the ‘professional’ category which includes many of the jobs—
particularly in law and education—traditionally described as ‘brokerage’. The
politics-facilitating category includes only the jobs described widely as ‘instrumental’
to a candidate’s pursuit of election (see Cairney : ). To be consistent with our
previous studies, we include in this category: ‘Political worker; full-time trade union
official; journalist, author, television or media worker; public relations; quango director
or senior official; legislator in a different level of government (MP, MEP, MSP, AM);
full-time councillor or mayor; interest or professional group or think tank’.

Channel ’s Fact Check () lists a fifth of MPs elected in  as coming from
‘politics, meaning working directly with the parties, with another  per cent having
held some kind of elected or other political post in the past; these proportions have
grown steadily since ’. Our own calculation of politicians with a politics-
facilitating background is similar at just over  per cent of MPs, notably on the
Labour and SNP benches (Table .).
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Particularly striking, however, is the rise of the politics-facilitating category in the
Scottish Parliament. The figure is not necessarily precise, because there is a degree of
ambiguity in coding some occupations, but the long-term direction of change is clear.
The presence of politicians with these backgrounds in the Scottish Parliament is
notable, has increased, and is even higher than at Westminster. Over  per cent of
MSPs elected in  are in this category whilst for the SNP and Labour it is around
half (Table .). This proportion has doubled since  (Table .). As the SNP has
advanced in Westminster elections, its representation there has followed the same
trend. Almost half of its MPs elected in  come into this category (Table .). This
suggests that the successive governing parties have recruited a generation of people
looking to the party as a career path and rising through the ranks.

E
..................................................................................................................................

There has been much criticism of the domination of privately educated people in public
life in the UK, including the law, the senior civil service, the media, and the arts. This
extends to politics, especially, but not exclusively, in the Conservative Party. According
to the Sutton Trust () just under a third of all MPs had attended private schools
and about one in ten of these had been to Eton. Amongst Conservative MPs almost half
were privately educated. These figures have been declining over the years and in 
for the first time more than half of MPs had attended comprehensive schools.
The figures for Scotland have always been lower, partly because the overall propor-

tion of private pupils is lower than in England. Less than one in twenty Scottish Labour
MPs in the post-war years had attended private schools, compared with one in five
English Labour MPs. Paradoxically, however, the proportion of Scottish Conservative
MPs who were privately educated actually went up during the years from  to 
(Larner ; Keating ) reflecting the decline of the old, urban, and business
Conservatism and the retreat to the old landed classes. Indeed, in  there were no
less than nine old Etonians in the ranks of Scottish Conservative MPs (Keating ).
In the post-devolution era, the decline of privately educated politicians has con-

tinued (Table .). Almost  per cent of MSPs attended state schools. The revived
Conservative Party is no exception, as only  per cent of its MSPs elected in  and
 per cent of its MPs elected in  went to private schools. This compares with
 per cent of Conservative MPs across the UK as a whole.
Another trend that has been noted and sometimes criticized is the predominance of

university-educated politicians and, at Westminster, the continued domination of
graduates of Oxford and Cambridge. The Oxford PPE formation has been subject to
particular attack. Almost  per cent of all MPs are UK university graduates. Just under
a quarter went to Oxford or Cambridge,  per cent went to non-Oxbridge Russell
Group universities and a third went to other universities in the UK (Sutton Trust
). The Oxbridge proportion has actually been falling over the years, whilst the
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overall proportion of graduates has increased. In the post-war years, the proportion of
graduates amongst Scottish MPs was smaller than that in England ( per cent
compared with  per cent), even though Scotland produced proportionally more
graduates. This reflected the stronger working-class presence as well as the Conserva-
tive farmers and military officers.

Devolution again marked a step change (Tables ., ., .). University gradu-
ates make up around three-quarters of MSPs, slightly lower than at Westminster,
although  per cent (as opposed to  per cent across the UK) have further education
qualifications. Differences in the Scottish and English systems make precise compari-
sons difficult, as it was in the post-war period.¹ The proportion of MSPs with no post-
secondary education is thus less than one in six; amongst Scottish MPs it is one in four.

T-
h-

Table 27.7 Education of MPs, MEPs, and MSPs

Education MPs (2017)
%

MEPs (2014)
%

MSPs (2016)
%

State School 66.6 71.6 81.4
Private School 28.2 28.4 18.6
Oxbridge 24.5 17.8 1.6
Other HE 57.7 52.1 69.8
Other FE 7.5 4.1 14.0
None 10.3 26.0 14.0

Note: In 5.2 per cent of cases, the school background of MPs is not listed in Dod’s Parliamentary
Companion. In 0.8 per cent of cases (1 MSP), we do not find reference to higher education.

Source: Authors’ own compilation.

Table 27.8 Education of MPs by Party, 2017

Education MPs (2017)
%

Conservatives
%

Labour
%

Lib Dem
%

SNP
%

Others
%

State School 66.6 55.4 77.4 42.9 91.4 79.2
Private School 28.2 42.4 14.6 57.1 5.7 12.5
Not listed 5.2 3.2 8.0 0.0 2.9 8.3
Oxbridge 24.5 32.3 20.3 14.3 0.0 8.3
Other HE 57.7 51.6 63.2 71.4 60.0 66.7
Other FE 7.5 6.6 8.0 7.1 11.4 8.3
None 10.3 9.5 8.4 7.1 28.6 16.7

Source: Authors’ own compilation.

¹ For example, a significant number of Labour MPs had graduated from the Royal College of Science
and Technology, later to become Strathclyde University.
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ere is no Scottish equivalent to Oxbridge and almost no Scottish MPs or MSPs are
graduates of Oxford or Cambridge; in , however,  per cent of Scottish Tory MPs
were Oxbridge graduates. On the other hand, there has long been a concentration
amongst Scottish politicians of graduates of the University of Glasgow and this seems
to have persisted.
The Scottish Parliament has thus avoided the degree of elitism, in the form of private

and Oxbridge education, that marks Westminster, although this is more to do with the
nature of Scottish society than of the institution itself. On the other hand, graduates
dominate both parliaments, albeit slightly less at Holyrood. This graduate predomin-
ance matches the heavy presence of professional and political occupations.

A S P C?
..................................................................................................................................

Devolution offered an opportunity to renew and broaden the recruitment of politicians
in Scotland but the outcome has largely followed the pattern at Westminster and,
indeed, other democracies. It is too soon to make a definitive judgement about the
qualities of Members of the Scottish Parliament, because changes in party fortunes
have altered some of the patterns over time. The most dramatic have been the rise of
the SNP, followed by the fall of Labour and then the partial revival of the Scottish
Conservatives. Yet, allowing for this, there are some clear trends. Politics is becoming
more middle class, with the disappearance both of the manual working class and the
old upper classes. University graduates and people from professional backgrounds
make up the bulk of MSPs. This is a change that has been maturing for a long time
but the establishment of the new Parliament seemed to reinforce this trend, rather than
opening out and broadening recruitment. There was an improvement towards gender
parity but this has now stalled and Westminster has caught up.

Table 27.9 Educational Background of Scottish MPs and MSPs, by Party

Education Scot MPs
(2017) %

SNP
%

Con
%

Lab
%

MSPs (2016)
%

SNP
%

Lab
%

Con
%

State School 88.1 91.4 84.6 85.7 81.4 93.7 75.0 64.5
Private School 8.5 5.7 15.4 0.0 18.6 6.3 25.0 35.5
Not listed 3.4 2.9 0.0 14.3 N/A 0.0 0.0 0.0
Oxbridge 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.6 1.6 0.0 3.2
Other HE 71.2 60.0 92.3 71.4 69.8 68.3 75.0 71.0
Other FE 8.5 11.4 7.7 0.0 14.0 15.9 12.5 12.9
None 20.3 28.6 0.0 28.6 14.0 14.3 12.5 12.9

Source: Authors’ own compilation.
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There is not only a recognizable political class but it is a distinctly Scottish one.
Careers at Westminster and Holyrood follow different tracks. After the first election, in
which sixteen Scottish MPs moved to the Scottish Parliament, there have been few
transfers. A handful of Labour and Conservative MSPs have moved to Westminster,
although none has made much of a mark there. The only move in the other direction
has been Alex Salmond, who came back to Holyrood on taking on the SNP leadership
for the second time with the (successful) aim of becoming First Minister. This is in
marked contrast to other devolved and federal systems of government, where it is
common for ambitious politicians to move between levels. There are, certainly, obs-
tacles to doing this. The timing of elections may not make it easy to switch and, with
elections becoming more competitive, a migrating politician cannot count on being
elected at the other level. Both Westminster and Holyrood still practice the idea of the
political apprenticeship, under which politicians must work their way up the ranks.
There is no ban on dual mandates, but being a politician at either level is a full-time
occupation and holding a seat in both parliaments has only even been a transitional
measure whilst waiting for the next election.

Although elections have become more competitive, they are still dominated by the
main parties, which effectively control access to office. Successful independent candi-
dates have been rare and at least two of them have been politicians rejected by their
own parties. Yet the parties have not succeeded in broadening their basis of recruit-
ment. In other countries, such as Canada, parties will seek out new people from civil
society and even parachute them into safe seats. The regional proportional list system
used in Scotland could have been used to attract people from outside the existing
parties and put them into electable positions, but this has hardly happened. The rise of
the career politician has not encouraged people to come in and out of politics, as also
happens in Canada. Scotland now has its own political class, distinct from that at
Westminster, but it is increasingly just that, a political class.
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