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Young women across 
Scotland have a voice 

that needs to be heard. 
They have views about their 
education and careers, about 
sex and relationships, politics, 
Brexit, and the expectations they 
feel are put on them because 
they are a woman in society 
- expectations about the way 
that they look, how they should 
behave in relationships, and what 
the future looks like for them.  

As a woman who is in the public 
eye, I have felt the weight of 
some of these expectations too.  

I believe that young women in 
Scotland can and should choose 
their own futures and pursue 
their own dreams. 

They shouldn’t be held back 
by outdated ideas about what 
women should or shouldn’t do. 
Gender equality isn’t just good 
for women, its good for all of us. 
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Our country will only be the best that it can be when women are 
empowered to participate fully in all aspects of work, political and 
public life.   

The views expressed by young women in the report are diverse 
because young women in Scotland are diverse too. I believe that we 
have to find more and better ways to allow everyone in our society 
to feel that their voice has been heard.  
  
There are also some hard things to read, from young women in 
Scotland who have experienced gender based violence, sexual 
harassment and racism. They show that we still have a lot of work 
ahead of us to tackle these issues. 

I believe in a Scotland where young women can live without fear 
and prejudice. And for as long as I am First Minister of Scotland this 
is the country that I will put my passion and energy into realising. 

To all young women in Scotland I would like to say, don’t let anyone 
tell you that you can’t do, say or be because you are a woman. 
Young women in Scotland can and are writing their own history.     

Nicola Sturgeon
First Minister of Scotland
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In 2015 we launched the very first Status of 
Young Women in Scotland report (SYWS). Based 
on interviews with 60 young women aged 16 
to 30, SYWS 2015 explored what life is like for 
young women in Scotland and examined the 
challenges they face, particularly in relation to 
gender equality.

This year we wanted to go further and increase 
the reach and depth of our interviews with young 
women across Scotland. We decided to explore 
the theme of ‘hidden conversations’. As a young 
woman leader in the Scottish third sector and 
international development community I’ve 
noticed a trend. Young women in all our diversity 
are talked at and talked about more often than 
we are listened to and valued. It happens at 
home and in public, in the media, in work and 
education, in Parliament and on the world stage. 
We at The Young Women’s Movement and 
across the World YWCA want to change that. 
Young women have so many interesting and 
intelligent things to say. Together with people 
of all ages and walks of life, young women in 
Scotland inspire and lead change.

In 2015 we spoke to young women who were 
confident about discussing gender and equality 
with someone they hadn’t met before. This year, 
we engaged with young women who have limited 
opportunities to chat about these issues. SYWS 
2015 uncovered significant variation in young 
women’s experiences depending on factors 
such as age, level of education, socio-economic 
status, health and family circumstances.  In 
2016 we looked at differences in more detail 
and encouraged participation by young women 
from a diverse range of backgrounds. The first 
SYWS report covered broad themes such as 
education, employment, family and politics. 
SYWS 2016 examines more personal and 
intimate experiences. 

This report was written, produced and designed 
by women aged 35 and under.  Edinburgh-based 
social researchers The Lines Between carried 
out face-to-face and telephone interviews with 
115 young women aged 16-30 years old. We 
recognise that gender is a spectrum, and this 
report does not attempt to be representative of 
every young woman in Scotland but to act as a 
talking point for wider discussion on the way that 
gender affects each of our lives. 

Some of the words in this report may be 
upsetting for readers who have experienced 
domestic violence, sexual assault, mental illness, 
racism or homophobia. Please take care in 
reading SYWS 2016. If you have experienced any 
of the issues raised here, visit our website www.
ywcascotland.org for partner organisations who 
offer a range of support. We invite you to read, 
draw comparisons and raise questions about 
the experiences shared here. We hope you find 
it as powerful and inspiring as we do.

Kara Brown, 
Director
YWCA Scotland - 
The Young Women’s 
Movement

Intro
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In 2016 we set out to explore the theme of hidden conversations 
with young women aged 16 to 30 living in Scotland. Young women 
are often referred to in research and the media as alike and as one 
group, yet the challenges that young women face are determined 
and linked to the specific circumstances of their lives. In this report 
we shine a light on issues experienced by groups of young women 
in Scotland whose voices are so often unheard.  

Marginalisation 
Some young women described a sense that others see them not as 
an individual, but as a label; part of a marginalised group. Examples 

came from experiencing intersecting forms of discrimination 
related to sexual orientation, ethnicity, and learning and 

physical disabilities. This reinforced a sense of social 
isolation and exclusion for these young women.

Bias and hostility continues to be experienced 
by ethnically and culturally diverse young 
women, illustrated by participants dealing with 
racism online and in public spaces in Scotland.

Hidden Voices

20% of young 
women (16-29) in 
Scotland identify 

as an ethnicity 
other than White 
Scottish or White 

British*

*http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-analyser/jsf/tableView/tableView.xhtml
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“I was on Tinder, maybe like a year ago, as 
a woman of colour the first topic is always 
my race or my hair. Once I got this guy 
who looked like a total dick head [who] 
asked ‘what jungle are you from?’”

“The other day we get on the bus and the 
guys are sitting in back and they said why our 
government allow these Asian people, why they 
are not sending back their countries?”

“I’ve been treated very badly like in the bus or on Princes Street. We 
were in the bus stop, we got off and crossed over at the light, and 
the bus is going on, and up from the bus the young guys open the 
window and throw the bottle on my head. It’s happened three times 
on separate days.”

“Even though our generation were born here we still feel 
like foreigners because sometimes I speak to my friends 
and say I feel as if I don’t fit in here sometimes in terms 
of Scotland, I love Scotland but I feel as if culturally 
sometimes I don’t fit in because I’m brown. And then 
when I go back home, they treat you different there, as 
if you’re an outsider as well.”

4,134
women (aged 18-34) with 
learning disabilities are 

known to local authorities in 
Scotland (2015)*

(7,378 for men of same age).

*Scottish Commission for Learning Disability: Learning Disability Statistics Scotland, 2015 Published 10thAugust 2016 
http://www.scld.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/2015-Learning-Disability-Statistics-Scotland-report-1.pdf
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Young women with learning and physical disabilities not only 
experience gender based discrimination but also marginalisation 
and invisibility “…we all get treated the same because we are just seen 
with our disabilities.”

Young women talked about what it’s like to identify as LGBT+ and 
to navigate those identities in Scotland. Some discussed exploring 
their sexuality and coming out, while others talked about school 
being an unsafe space. Young women recalled experiencing verbal 
discrimination in educational settings.

“I think we’re getting better, there are a lot of people in my year who 
are bi or lesbian or gay and it’s becoming a lot more accepted, but 
when you’re in first, second or third year it must be so hard, they 
use ‘gay’ as a derogatory term.”

“She came out … girls were quite afraid of her as if she’d come on 
to them, like when they were changing in the bathroom they would 
hide, go into the shower bit, usually everybody just gets dressed and 
goes out but people would be like ’I don’t want to do it, make her 
get dressed first and then leave and then we will get ready’, I think it 
was obviously hard for her and it was also hard for other people to 
[come out] because look how they treated her.”

“I’m bisexual so I got out of a relationship with a guy in January/
February so that was four years in a heterosexual relationship so I 
felt like I had to come out again. I felt like people had just decided 
that I had gone back to being straight and I had to re-come out to 
people again. People were like ‘oh you’re doing that again.’”
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Young women living in rural areas
Young women we spoke to in rural areas expressed mixed views 
and experiences. Some noted that harsh living conditions and small 
communities require everyone to pull their weight, breaking down 
gender bias. A few conveyed a greater sense of safety in relation 
to random acts of violence and sexual harassment in public than 
experienced by young women living in urban areas. Others identified 

specific issues that affect young rural women relating to gender 
equality, including difficulties in accessing emergency 

contraception and encountering entrenched views about 
gender roles.

“I remember when the first woman started working on 
the ferry and people would say the ferry woman – man.”

“When I’m talking to people about crushes [a handling 
system for cows] and things like that, they’ll look at my dad 

and talk directly to my dad and I’m asking the questions but 
he’s answering them to my dad, and it’s just like ‘hello? I’m here...’  

some are just so used to talking to men they will talk straight over 
you.”

Our discussions with women farmers were largely positive, with 
young women highlighting their capabilities and how much they 
enjoy working in a unique context. Nevertheless they described 
regular encounters with gender bias, including lack of recognition of 
their contribution, expectations of multiple responsibilities, physical 
challenges and the impact of traditional gender stereotypes in 
relation to farming roles and land ownership.

15.3% 
of young women (16-30) living 

in Scotland live in 
remote rural settings. 

(June 2015)*

*Population Estimates by Urban Rural Classification (2011 Data Zone based) https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/population/
population-estimates/2011-based-special-area-population-estimates/population-estimates-by-urban-rural-classification Last Updated: 25 August 2016
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“You have to work twice as hard as all the men to get half as much 
recognition, and then if you do slip up then it’s because you’re a 
girl.”
 
“It’s the older generations that think the women should be inside, 
making sure there is food ready for the men coming in from the 
fields or off the hill, but if you’re outside on the hill you’re still 
expected to go half an hour ahead to go and make the tea for them 
coming in so you’re actually doing double the work but not being 
recognised for any of it. That’s what I find anyway.”

“My granny was doing the same, she was doing double 
what my grandpa was doing, preparing everything, 
doing all the housework, raising the kids, as well 
as farming. It just seems to have gone down the 
generations.”

“I went and got my waterproofs on and he was like ‘you shouldn’t 
be doing that’, he was really looking down his nose at me, and I 
thought ‘why, why can I not do that?’ It’s kind of the same if I go and 
offer if they’re short on people to take the tattie trailer and they’ve 
got a spare one with no driver, and I’m like ’I’ll do it’ and they’re like  
’you can’t do that’ but I can.’

“There are certain jobs where people think they are girls’ jobs, it may 
be out on the farm but it’s still given to a girl, like lambing on our 
farm, the girls do the lambing, the men do the machinery and they 
will only help if we need them to.”
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Participants spoke of the limitations of land being typically passed 
between men within their families in rural Scotland:

“I’ve got a brother who is a year and a half younger than me 
and there is no question of me taking over the family farm, it will 
definitely be his even though I’m older than him and it’s just because 
that’s how it is, it will go to the boy and I’ve just got to accept that.”

“On the days I’m not at college I have to pretty much run the family 
farm with my uncle. My cousin couldn’t care less but he is the only 
boy and I will be underneath him [in the will] because I’m a girl. 
That’s just how it is.”

“I’m really lucky, my dad is a really good guy, he’s very forward 
thinking and they’ve literally just given me the opportunity to inherit 
the farm, but only because there’s nobody else.”

Young Mothers
For many young mothers SYWS 2016 was their first encounter 
with conversations about their experiences of gender and equality. 
Almost all shared examples of ways in which inequality affects 
their life circumstances and day-to-day experiences, in some cases 
to a significant extent. Young women described a lack of shared 
childcare and domestic duties, affecting their mental health, energy 
levels and potential. While some of these stories are small insights 
into day-to-day struggles, the cumulative effect is detrimental and 
affects opportunities for these young women and their families in 
the longer term; for example keeping them in poverty, holding them 
back in education and employment, raising stress levels and leaving 
little or no time to rest and relax or for personal development. 
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“He [father] was there for my pregnancy. For half of it he was excited 
and then he changed his mind saying ’it’s not mine’.”

“His dad has never seen him. As soon I was pregnant, he wasn’t 
bothered. He left.”

“I lived with my ex for a year and he thought women had to do 
literally everything in the house: cooking, cleaning everything. It 
shouldn’t be like that.”

“I hate that, when people are like ’Aw his dad’s 
babysitting’, he’s not babysitting, he’s parenting his 
child!”

“I’m going to bring him up to be [respectful of women]… ‘cause I’ve 
been through that. I’ve been disrespected. I’ve been through stuff like 
that and it’s horrible. I’d never wish that for anyone.”

Across the discussions it became apparent that many of the young 
mothers lacked knowledge and awareness about recent changes to 
statutory parenting leave and pay entitlements. Many said they had 
never had a conversation with their partner about childcare; it was 
just assumed that the father would go to work. Some of the single 
mothers described financial and emotional struggles in raising a 
family alone.

“It usually is always the mum that stays home and the dad goes out 

to work.”
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“He said ‘Ken what, I’ll be a stay at home dad and you 
go out and work.’ I was like ‘yeah no bother.’ I think 
he was joking because he definitely couldn’t handle it, 
he had them for three hours and he was like ‘that was so 
hard, why did you not call or anything?’ I’m like ‘That’s 
how I feel!’”

“He was in [nursery] two days a week – Thursday and Friday – and it 
cost me £500 a month… there’s hardly any point finding a job.”

“X is always like “my job’s hard” and I’m like fair enough but I also 
think yeah physically your job’s hard but mine’s mentally torturing.”

A common theme in the discussions with young mothers was 
experiences of social stigma, with several examples of stressful 
encounters on public buses.

“I hate when you’re on the bus and people say ‘you’re too 
young to have a kid’.”

“I think women are expected to look and behave mature. When 
you’re a mum, you’re expected to be mature and be a role model… I 
feel like that I have to stay in and tidy my house or whatever. I went 
to London for two days last week and I came back and someone 
actually said to me ‘where’s [the baby?]’. I was like ‘It’s nothing to do 
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with you. I need a break!’ I’m a full time mum with him on my own – 
I deserve a break!”

Young mothers also shared encounters with staff in health care 
services:

“They think you’re not going to say anything [complain] cause you’re 
young.”

“I felt ashamed. The midwife looked over at me and said [to another 
mother on the ward] ‘bairn’s having a bairn’ but I didn’t say 
anything cause I didn’t want to make a scene.”

During the discussions several of the young mothers observed a 
gender bias in terms of limited support for young fathers, noting 
that this reinforces gender inequality for all.

“I’ve heard of this place called Fixers that have made a video about 
what it’s like to be a young mum and there’s this lassie who’s there 
with her bairn, and she talks about how there’s bad days and good 
days, and you do feel there’s more bad days than good days… I 
think that it should be aimed at young dads as well, because you 
never see anything for young dads, you never hear anything for 
young dads.”
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Hidden Conversations 
“The heavy stuff”

This section addresses the issues that arose across all interviews 
with young women regardless of their specific circumstances. 
Common themes included experiences and fears of violence and 
sexual harassment, social pressures and continuing inequality 
within institutions such as schools and the media.

Gender based violence
Across the interviews, participants described experiences of 
gender-based violence and controlling behavior:

“My big brother used to be violent to his girlfriend and I said to 
him time and time again ‘that’s not the way to treat someone’… he 
pulled her hair and hit her head off the sofa, and I was in the room 
trying to stop him and he pushed me towards a radiator.”
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“[A friend] ended up taking tablets to try and kill herself. The 
problem was that her dad was told he’d pass away in a few years. 
He got emotional and said I’m going to die pretty soon, I want to see 
some grandchildren. He chose the youngest daughter first and said 
‘you’re sixteen, you can get married first. Let’s go to Pakistan and get 
you married’. She said, ‘I don’t want to do this’. He wouldn’t listen to 
her and one day she went downstairs and took any tablets she 
could find.”

“I remember I once went out with somebody… I 
remember constantly being told ‘you can’t do that’, 
I’d do it and he’d go in a huff and a day later he’d 
come back and say ‘I can’t believe you did X, Y and 
Z’ and I was like ‘I can’t believe you think you can 
tell me that I can’t do these things’. We were really 
young at the time and I could not understand. I 
have actually heard that in a lot of relationships, 
when we were in high school I would hear a lot of guys 
telling their girlfriends that they couldn’t do things, like 
‘you can’t go out with your friends, you can’t wear this, you’re not 
going to...’ I think it’s also ‘cause we went to an all-girls school […] 
and the girls maybe didn’t know how to stand up for themselves, 
they couldn’t exactly tell their mum and dad that these things were 
happening.”

“[On her experience of gender-based violence] I think 
sometimes, as well, if you’ve been used to living in a 
cycle of things, you get used to it: it becomes a way of 
life. Some people can work it out. Some people can get 
through it. But some people, they can’t. And I knew there 

  1       in       3
women in Scotland 
affected by domestic 

abuse over their 
lifetime.*

*http://www.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/229649/0062206.pdf
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was no changing him. When I fell pregnant… I feel that 
he was… the catalyst to make a change. I always say if it 
wasnae for [my baby], maybe I wouldn’t be here today.”

“...that’s scary that you could stay with someone that makes you feel 
that low.”

Many young women described experiencing unchallenged sexual 
harassment and abuse in a variety of settings:

“When I go to gigs this year I’m going in the pits. You get really 
warm, and one time I was wearing fishnet tights and some shorts 
and a spiky bra and a guy just thought he had the right to feel me 
up and he actually put his hand in my bra and I thought that was 
really disgusting ‘cause I was like I’m not dressed like this to give you 
a free pass. I hadn’t bought it in an underwear section I was wearing 
stuff that was meant for outside so… people say to me well you’re 
obviously trying to be provocative but I’m not dressing like this for 
them I’m dressing like this for myself. It’s unfair. It shouldn’t just be 
free touching because you are wearing something shorter!”

“I think the worst thing that’s happened to me is that I was at work 
and this big group of guys came in and they were actually shop 
lifting and I was walking through the store and I had had on my 
uniform, which is just like a skirt and a jumper, and they all started 
clicking their fingers at me and wolf whistling at me, it was horrible, 
there was so many of them, it was awful.”
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[About cat-calling] “First I’ll be scared, then insecure, thinking do I 
look bad or what are they trying to say and then I’ll get angry, why 
should they be able to make me feel like this when all I’m trying to 
do is walk from A to B.”

[On being groped at school] “You thought, well you 
didn’t want it to happen but if it didn’t happen and it 
was happening to other people it made you think, or it 
said something about your attractiveness or something 
like that. I do remember feeling it wasn’t a nice thing 
to be part of, it’s quite sort of violating.”

“There was this boy that I liked he never said I had a nice face or nice 
hair it would always be like about asses and stuff like that and it was 
just a wee bit annoying… It feels like you don’t matter or that the rest 
of you doesn’t matter.”

“I would say we are more isolated, here you wouldn’t get cat-called 
because you would know everyone and if you did you would go up 
to them and be like ‘why would you do that?’ I think because it is so 
small and you know everyone that if someone treated you wrong 
then you would tell someone and then they would actually help 
you.”

Above and beyond direct experiences of assault and harassment, a 
common theme across interviews was a sense of fear and of being 
at risk.
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“We had that discussion about the catcalling and stuff 
and I said to my partner I still don’t know how to react 
because I’ve got pretty bad anxiety so if a guy catcalls 
at me my reaction is a massive fright and I feel nothing 
and I get flapped for the moment, for a few hours. I 
don’t feel degraded I just feel guilt and frightened.”

“I always still walk home alone like I’m kind of independent in that 
sense but I’m also holding my keys in my back pocket also I’ve got 
my partner on call stuff like that I’m very aware of it, I used to work 
a night time job and I’ve been followed home a few times.”

Gender bias in education
There were mixed responses in our discussions about gender 
equality in Scottish nurseries, schools, colleges and universities. 
Some young women praised forward-looking approaches adopted 
by their schools; others gave examples of gender bias they had 
observed or experienced.

“I now know that when I’m in nurseries when I’m 
teaching, that we just restrict female movement or 
curiosity or adventure or sense of risk that we really 
encourage in boys, and I know that my dad, he might 
not have been the same with brothers, but I knew my 
limitations before I knew my strength or what I was 
actually capable of.”
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“I think farm colleges are realising how much potential girls have 
and are totally recognising that and are trying to push them 
forward. All of my lecturers were excellent; they were excited about 
girls coming into agriculture. Girls are different and that’s okay, it 
can be celebrated... mine were certainly great at listening to you and 
pushing your views and pushing you forward.” 

“When I first told the careers officer here that I would like to study 
film and be a screenwriter and she said ‘you’re thinking a bit high 
have you thought about nursing or teaching?’ and I told my mum 
and she said that’s exactly what they told her.”

“He [he was like this substitute RME teacher] made jokes about how 
women can’t change a light bulb, they should be in the kitchen, and 
I was like who is this guy??”

“A thing that was quite surprising to me was that we had a female 
science teacher and she was quite sexist towards women… she 
was of the view that boys and girls should be taught in different 
classrooms and in different ways so that the girls didn’t distract 
the boys! And because girls’ brains were not as good as boys’ 
apparently, and couldn’t learn as well.”  

Mental health and wellbeing
In discussions about mental health young women talked about 
their efforts to protect and strengthen wellbeing; some said their 
experiences had improved as they aged and learned more about 
themselves. They mentioned the anxiety and stress in relation to 
meeting social expectations, describing pressures around careers, 
income, weight, image, lifestyle, family, and relationship status. 
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Within these conversations we identified numerous examples of 
self-imposed and social judgments that women encounter on a 
daily basis. A few shared experiences of social isolation as a result 
of depression and anxiety and some described a lack of access to 
support:

“The women that I know are so self-critical, and I don’t know if we are 
of that generation where we want to have it all, but all of my friends 
seem to want to have it all simultaneously.”

“There’s this big thing now, a total battle with social media presence 
where everything’s got to be rosy. You’re seeing people doing all 
these things and thinking she’s really successful but maybe she’s not 
and even I feel there’s a filter in terms of what I put online, there’s 
lots of different reasons for that. People might look at me and think, 
‘well you just put the highlights up don’t you, at the end of the year 
you did this and that and you look so happy and have so much 
going on’. It’s like, well, just ‘cause I’m not posting anything bad it 
doesn’t mean it’s not going on.”

“I saw someone I hadn’t seen in ages and said ‘how’s it going? I see 
you’ve been doing all this successful stuff’... and she just turned 
around and was like ‘pfff to be honest this has happened and I’ve 
had a really shit time and I’m dealing with a lot of mental issues 
and I had to go away for a bit’.  I was really stunned at how honest 
she was being and that’s something I’ve noticed with mental illness, 
people are more comfortable to talk about it. Your perception of 
how someone is is completely different if you take the time to speak 
to them.”

“I have dealt with anxiety and depression since my teenage years and 
I used to live in London for a couple of years and during that time it 
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got a lot worse. I think part of it was to do with being in 
London, that really fast-paced, pressured environment. 
I was just having really shitty relationships and drinking 
too much and I just felt like I shouldn’t be living like this 
anymore. I had a really good doctor and she put me 
on antidepressants and sent me to a therapist, and 
I found them really, really helpful.”

“I tried to go to a counsellor… there 
was no counsellor for disabled people.”

“For me I found the self-love thing is getting 
[away] from social media- switching phones off 
and spending time with myself, if we’re having a 
meal, no phones. For me that helps me. It’s just finding 
when you’re near your thirties you are finding a more comfortable 
place within yourself.”

“It’s not been ‘till the past two or three years where I’ve thought, what 
makes me happy? Whether that’s nutrition or exercise, the kind of 
people I associate with, my routine, what I do. It’s only recently I’ve 
discovered and known what makes me happy. I think it is really 
good that we are all happy to talk about these issues and stuff.”

“But there’s so much more you have to do now. It’s not just about 
looking nice.  It’s about your weight, contouring your face and 
having a tan and getting your nails done. The stuff you have to do 
before a night out, whereas a guy just jumps in the shower and gets 
dressed! Us girls have to do so much.”

69% 
of girls aged 7-21

feel like they are not
good enough*

38% of young women said 
they were worried

about mental health.**
Compared with 29% 

of young men.

* Girls attitude survey 2016
** Young Women’s Trust Annual Survey 2016
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“Sometimes I feel that sometimes girls are ‘girly girls’ and I wouldn’t 
describe myself that way. So even my immediate friend group, I feel 
like I have to sort of dress up a bit more when I go out with them if 
I want to keep in line with them, you know because I’m sort of like 
messy hair, jeans and a fleece and they’re all kind of high fashion.”

“A lot of the stuff you see written about women… seems to be 
focused around their looks in a way that men don’t get. I can’t 
remember what paper it was but it was on the first page it was like 
‘why are so many leading female politicians childless?’ and it had an 
empty cot and just stuff that’s really bad taste...”

“I’m really hard on myself as well. If a guy makes a 
mistake, I’m like ‘he’s just made a mistake’ but if I make a 
mistake I’m like ‘you should be better than this’. I mean I 
put a lot on myself in terms of I’ll think people think ‘oh 
it’s because she’s a girl’ and it’s in my head. You should 
just be able to do what you need to do and forget what 
people think but it’s almost ingrained in you.”
During conversations about equality many made reference to a 
recent news story about the end of a trial of a contraceptive pill for 
men, with several comments similar to this one: 

“The way [the male pill] is pitched it looks as though there is a small 
list of side effects that could come with it and that’s sort of a reason 
for it to be rejected but then when you get the pill and you’re a 
woman the list is about twice the length… I do know people that 
have had really awful things from birth control so it’s kind of like 
‘why do we get the full burden?’”
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Role models
We asked about role models and sources of guidance and support. 
On a personal level, many described the positive influence of 
women family members. However, we also identified examples of 
older generations perpetuating gender inequality or adding to the 
pressures experienced by young women today.

“My granny will always be my role model. People say ‘who is your 
idol?’ and you start to think about celebrities, and then you’re like 
‘no actually, they’ve not got much substance to them’. Yeah I would 
definitely say she is the best of who I am... I was her shadow from a 
young age. I learned everything from her, all the interest in farming 
and baking. I’ve taken on from her.”

“My mum was kind of an accidental feminist, she 
wouldn’t identify as that, but her choices represented 
that. It made an impact on my eventual career which I’m 
probably going to stick at.”

“It [low expectations about relationships] came from my mum, I’ve 
never known her to be in a relationship and my Nan had a horrible 
experience but my mum still said you should find a nice rich man 
and settle down. I wish I had Cher’s response ’I am a rich man.’ I 
wish I had thought of that. Mum, I am a rich man!”

“A lot of my cousins have faced emotional blackmail from the rest of 
the family. I think something to do with gender equality is that girls 
now in Pakistan are really encouraged to get an education, they’re 
like yep, and we want you to be educated so you can get married off 



2929

as a better pedigree. Girls should have an education, whether they 
get a job or not depends what happens. That’s literally it. ‘Depends 
what happens’ they’re not saying you should get a job but wait and 
see.”

Politics
In discussions about public figures, numerous young women 
referenced First Minister of Scotland Nicola Sturgeon and the 
UK’s youngest politician Mhairi Black MP as inspirational figures 
in Scotland. Some described their dismay at the representation 
of women politicians; others talked about gender inequality in 
an international context, particularly in relation to the 2016 US 
presidential election.

“Across all the parties in Scotland there is strong female leadership, 
not just Nicola Sturgeon but like Kezia Dugdale and Ruth Davidson, 
and like I’m not Scottish, I only moved here a year ago, but it feels 
so much more progressive than it does down South just in terms of 
putting women at the forefront of leadership and the sensible ideas 
that they all come out with are so encouraging compared to Donald 
Trump and the Brexit brigade [which] all seems so backward.”

‘”The way the media speak about Nicola Sturgeon… it’s frustrating 
because you look up to these people and you want everyone to have 
the same respect as you do for them and then you feel like that isn’t 
applied because they are a woman.”

“A news story will always… focus on what she is wearing, like that 
article about the conversation between Theresa May and Nicola 
Sturgeon about Brexit. The headline was about their shoes instead 
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of what they are actually doing and it makes you aware how behind 
a lot of society are because you wouldn’t have that kind of stuff 
about a man.”

“How horrible [Donald Trump] is to women, all the stuff he’s said in 
the past, just has kind of been glossed over and now he’s President! 
People are going to start listening to him.”

“It’s an over-simplification to say people didn’t vote Hilary because 
she’s a woman, I mean I think that probably had a lot to do with it, 
and people say ‘yeah but you shouldn’t like her’, and I’m like ‘yeah 
but why do you need to be likeable, it’s not the sort of job to be 
likeable’, like a woman should have to be likeable as well as getting 
the job done but he’s not likeable, he’s an asshole. People don’t like 
him, people respect him but people say she’s not likeable or because 
she stayed with her husband but how is that… These are things 
people are talking about. [Imagine] if you went for any other job 
and you were the most qualified candidate and had the most term 
in office, and all this. She’s over-qualified and he’s the least qualified. 
[Imagine] if you went for a job interview and you have no experience 
and have shown no interest in that field until there was a big prize 
at the end.”

“I think it was Iceland? Women just stopped and walked out 
and went on strike to emphasise how important they are in the 
workplace.”

Some SYWS 2016 participants talked about Brexit – the decision 
of the UK electorate to leave the European Union following 
a referendum on 23 June 2016. Linked to this, some migrant 
young women described feelings of anxiety, social isolation and 
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uncertainty. A few identified particularly damaging impacts of Brexit 
for women:

“I overheard some colleagues speaking in favour of 
Brexit, talking about the problem of migrants. One of them 
looked up and saw me and looked really guilty – she said 
‘of course, we don’t mean you’. But that’s how I feel when I 
walk down the street now – not wanted.”

“It wasn’t the result I had voted for, it was quite a shock for me. I felt 
really upset at first, you know, I felt really sick just catastrophising 
everything that had been said, but I’m really not sure what’s going to 
happen, there’s so much uncertainty around it and what’s going on.”

“It is hard to make peace with it especially since we don’t know 
much about what is going to happen.” 

“I also started thinking that I have to meet the current 
visa requirements of earning £35k a year. I really don’t 
see that in the immediate future for myself, being a 
journalist. So again it’s going to become important 
how much my husband is making and that means that 
we’re meeting all the requirements like I felt much more 
vulnerable as all of a sudden my very existence here in 
this country became dependent on a man. That’s one of 
the reasons I wanted to emigrate from Poland was this 
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lack of understanding for feminist issues, so quite 
ironic there.”

“The thing I find most annoying is that... it didn’t matter what people 
voted in Scotland or Northern Ireland, what England said went. 
That was horrible to see. I didn’t agree with Scotland wanting to 
leave the first time the Independence referendum came round and 
now I’m like yep leave, that’s fine… I hope it means Scotland can go 
independent.”

“I guess with the rise of the whole far right doctrine, it’s a pretty 
sexist doctrine as well so I guess it’s not going to be beneficial but I 
can’t think of any specific effects Brexit would have on women.” 

A few young women revealed their concerns around current 
conflict, ISIS and migration. These issues were raised during the 
lead up to Brexit. While we have decided not to include quotes 
representing racism in this report, we do wish to acknowledge that 
some young women in Scotland have antagonistic views about 
refugee and asylum-seeking communities.
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This section describes the themes that emerged in our discussions 
about relationships, equality and sex. In these interviews many 
said they felt entitled to enjoy and experience sex on their own 
terms, nevertheless we encountered extensive examples of young 
women being shamed, lacking knowledge, feeling disempowered, 
experiencing abuse, confusion and coercion. Many described 
inequality in relation to sexual pleasure, expectation, expression 
and choice. The influence of social media was also a strong theme, 
for example in increasing access to sexual encounters and opening 
up new platforms for exploitation, such as online shaming. 

Assertiveness in relationships and sex
Many of the young women who took part in our interviews 
described passivity in their relationships and sexual encounters 

Hidden Conversations 
“The Secret stuff”
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for example in setting expectations about what they wanted to 
experience and/or their choice of partner.

“One of my female friends said ‘what do you want from a 
relationship?’ and I would think ‘I have no idea! I have never thought 
of that before’.”
 

“A lot of my friends talk about how they’ve been on 
Tinder dates and guys have flat out refused to use 
condoms. I’ve never had that experience but I have had 
friends tell me stories like that and it has alarmed me… 
And they have followed through anyway, either because 
they’ve had alcohol or because there has been this sense 
of embarrassment.”

“I have a friend and her boyfriend, they’d been together for a while, 
she forgot to take her pill a lot... [he chastised her] he got graphs up 
on his computer of how likely it was she would get pregnant [yet] he 
wouldn’t wear a condom. That’s really frustrating.”

“I think when I was younger, at uni and I was out drinking I always 
felt like I had to go home with someone and it was absolutely 
not about me getting anything out of it other than feeling like I 
had made myself look good enough and whatever to be able to 
take someone home. It wasn’t anything to do with me getting any 
enjoyment out of sex. I think when I look back on it I see that now 
but I didn’t really think that at the time.”



3636

“I didn’t have a very good relationship with boys for my whole life up 
until this partner. So anything I consider now as abuse or assault I 
probably passed off as a joke quite a lot when I was a teenager and 
it’s probably a contributing factor to my mental health now… in 
that how I’ve let boys treat me… going from boyfriend to boyfriend, 
when one asked me out, thinking ‘oh my god I’ve been asked out’ 
and then dedicating myself to that person just because I thought I 
was so lucky to have been asked out and I spent all my time getting 
to know someone else when I should have been getting to know 
myself.”

“When you are a girl, especially boys are not nice, they just always 
expect you to always be happy and meet their needs, sort of being 
yourself, meeting the boys needs, you have to always agree with 
them you can’t voice your opinion as much.”

“I used to only be able to have sex when I was drunk or had had a 
few drinks. I wasn’t doing it for my own pleasure, for knowing what 
I liked.”

“If you get pressured [to have sex] you’re obviously not 
going to enjoy it ‘cause you’re just doing it because 
you’re scared. Sometimes you do it because you’re scared 
to lose someone as well. And you do it not because you 
want to but because you’re scared, or show them like 
that you love them so you do it too fast. I think it’s a 
problem with a lot of girls.”
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“Speaking to my friends and stuff, girls always feel it’s about the guy, 
especially in sexual experiences when you’re younger, it’s what you 
can do for them not the other way round. If you speak to any girl 
they’ll almost definitely say the same.”

“Over the years I’ve predominantly slept with men who I don’t even 
know if they knew your pleasure was even factored in, and that’s 
probably bad choices on my part…. It’s funny, with [ex boyfriend’s] 
group of friends, some of them were married or in a long-term 
relationship and they’d be like ‘oh no I don’t do that’, and I was like 
‘how funny is that? Your friends are ok to brag about being terrible 
in bed, I’m not satisfying my wife’.”

The age range of our participant group (16-30) was broad; some 
of the young women in their mid to late twenties reflected on 
improvements in their sexual experiences, attributing poor 
experiences to a lack of assertiveness, self knowledge and 
confidence:

“We’ve all gone through an early part of our twenties 
not [being assertive] growing up and [not] accepting 
yourself in so many ways, maybe the sexual thing comes 
into play and [now being older] you’re like now I’m 
actually able to say exactly what I need. You need to be 
happy in all the ways including sexual things.”



3838

“A conversation I’ve had with a lot of friends recently is that once 
you get to that point in your later twenties you know your body a bit 
better. It’s that thing with sex isn’t it, if you can’t tell the person what 
makes you feel good then you’re not going to. Its not just like there’s 
a switch that can be flicked. You need to know yourself.”

Learning and talking about sex 
Some young women described a lack of knowledge about sex. Many 
recounted unhelpful experiences of sex education and suggested 
that it should be more direct, relevant and comprehensive.  

“I think my friends and in the media in general don’t talk about 
[female] masturbation. That just wasn’t something I knew was 
possible at all until I was twenty because it had never been 
discussed. It’s such a shame.”

“I think women just talking about sex is a big step, in 
schools you are never told you are allowed to enjoy it or 
like it or want to have it - it takes a certain amount of 
time [to discover that], for guys it’s just accepted that 
they will have sex and they will enjoy it whereas for 
women it takes a long time to take ownership of that.”

“[Sex education at school] makes me think of that quote from Mean 
Girls ‘don’t have sex ‘cause you’ll get pregnant and die’. That’s what 
mine was like.”

“[Sex education at school] I can remember just putting a condom on 
a banana and told not to get STIs.”
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“In uni or the last years of high school, consent workshops would 
have been quite useful… I have a couple of friends, one in particular 
who may or may not have been pressured into having a couple 
of abortions that she probably wouldn’t have had otherwise. 
Workshops on indicators of what’s an abusive relationship, would 
be helpful for some. Or what you can or can’t expect, what your 
rights are as a woman, all that kind of thing, because it’s really 
quite sad the stories about what’s happened to my friends.”

“We have such an issue at the moment with schools freaking out 
about young people sexting. I’m like you have young people talking 
about sex… that’s amazing.”

“I’m from a small town in an area, lots of pockets 
of wee villages with small town mentalities, the 
way people think about things are not very open. At 
school we didn’t learn about sexual identities or 
anything like that. For me I must have been thirteen or 
something, chatting to a friend about a girl I really 
liked, and she was like, ‘maybe you’re bi?’ and I was like 
‘what’s that?’ I didn’t know what it was.”
Young women with physical and learning disabilities described a 
lack of sex education and specific barriers to sexual experiences.

“For me that is a really sore point. Well not a sore point but a really 
negative point because the opportunities for people with disabilities 



4040

aren’t quite always there because they have to rely on hoists and 
you have to have trust in that person to be able to do that, I cant do 
it myself.”

“People are too scared to bring it up [conversations about sex and 
sex education] because they don’t think we’re human [people with 
learning disabilities], and we are.”

One young woman talked about racial prejudice around the way 
sex is perceived:

“There was one time I got this comment and it was basically ended 
him saying ‘black girls are always up for it though aren’t they?’ and 
that was enough for me! I think that’s a hard thing to learn. That 
men have this perception of you based on the colour of your skin, 
and that was really difficult to get my head around, especially that 
sexual perception and that you might be kind of filling a fantasy or 
they are expecting something from you that they wouldn’t expect 
from other women because of what they perceive your body to be 
like because you are a black woman. I think that was difficult.”

Porn
During conversations about pornography a common 

thread was the taboo of acknowledging that young 
women watch, enjoy or learn from porn. Some 
suggested that young men’s exposure to porn at 
earlier ages than young women lay at the root of 
unrealistic expectations about sexual norms and 
behaviours.

of men have watched porn online 
compared with just 36% of women.*

76%

* British sex survey 2014, Observer, https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/sep/28/british-sex-survey-2014-nation-lost-sexual-swagger  adults, uk wide
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“There’s a definite lack of conversations about women watching 
porn. I think that’s something that in a friend group other friends 
won’t admit to it, they feel embarrassed. Whereas I think it’s healthy 
as long as it’s safe and the content you’re watching is healthy then 
there is nothing to be embarrassed about. Whereas boys start 
watching it really young.”

“Guys are exposed a lot earlier through porn and things like that. 
‘Cause its not a thing where women watch porn where they’re 
younger anyway. That’s still a guy’s thing. When you get a bit older, 
you start watching it and discovering stuff but that’s still, I feel that 
if you watch porn you are [considered] kinky. In my experience… 
I’ve maybe suggested something [I want to try] and it’s been like 
[disapproving] ‘oh you’re a bit kinky, you’re a bit dirty’ its like ‘nah 
I’m not, why am I dirty and you’re not?’”

“I mean I’m pretty scared for my 13 and 16 year-old sisters in terms 
of what stuff people are seeing and that, not that they are normal, 
like go and explore those things if you want to if you like those 
things and are genuinely interested, but don’t think that’s what sex 
is. That’s terrifying and… it’s skipping all the good bits.”

“Porn is just total objectification, you don’t even get to see people’s 
heads sometimes, you don’t see what bits are connected to other 
bits. It’s all done for camera angles, it’s not even the angles that feel 
good, it’s the angles that look good to an outside person. That’s how 
people are learning about sex and I don’t think that sex ed in school 
has caught up as quick to this as the kids have, they’ve not changed 
the discussion around it. Kids are getting bombarded with way too 
much wrong information and no responsible adults are ready to, 
they just say ‘don’t watch it’ rather than actually talk about anal sex. 
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I’ve heard people go ‘oh but that [anal sex] doesn’t count as real sex, 
you’ve not lost your virginity’.”

Public shaming and abuse
In the context of discussing sexual relationships many young 
women shared examples and knowledge of online and social 
shaming, for example pictures of themselves or their peers being 
shared without their consent. They described being exposed to 
unwanted images, the pressure to reciprocate and the shame and 
trauma of picture sharing.

Participant A:  “Some people add me on Facebook and just send me a 
message with a dick pic and says ‘I love you’.”  
Researcher:  “Strangers sending you dick pics?” 
All participants: “Yeah.”

“You’d have your webcam and there would be boys at my school 
who’d be like, ‘go and flash us’. We’d be like ‘no!’ You’d be being all 
cutesy on the webcam and they’d be like, ‘show us your tits’ and 
you’d be like ‘NO, go away’. There is a lot of pressure on girls to do 
that kind of stuff when they don’t really want to.”

“Definitely in third and fourth year I used to get shown these group 
chats for all the guys where they would just send round all the girls 
dirties that they had, naked photos and stuff… They would share all 
the gossip round as well, as soon as they’d kissed a girl they would 
put it straight in the group chat, it’s like if someone sleeps with 
someone the whole year will know about it, they will tell everyone.”
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Many referenced the social shaming of women having casual sex, 
expressing several variations of the comment below: 

“If a boy sleeps with someone it’s like yeah they’ve pulled, but if a girl 
sleeps with someone she’s a slut.”

Online resources
A few young women identified advantages of the increasing use 
of dating and hook up apps; some talked about the value of social 
media in learning about sexual identity:

“[Tinder] is good in some ways, in that it’s made casual sex much 
more socially acceptable, not as much as it should… it’s made this 
idea of women… actually might just want to go and have sex and 
never see the person again – it’s made it more accepted.”

“Social media is good now, there’s a lot of YouTubers, people 
writing about being gay, being bi or trans or whatever. If there are 
teenagers now feeling that way, they can’t rely on that one lesbian 
in the town and be like oh god do I have to be like that? There’s a 
broad range of people you can look at or idolise and take a bit 
from that person or that person. Also there’s the videos that a lot of 
people are making so your parents can watch it instead of asking 
you ‘ten questions I always get asked as a trans woman’.”



44

A Tool for Change
Across the interviews our 115 participants spoke positively about 
the opportunity to take part in SYWS 2016, often saying that hearing 
what other young women felt, thought and had experienced 
motivated them to participate. We would like to see the Status of 
Young Women in Scotland report and young women’s voices used 
as a tool for change.

During the discussions we asked young women for their thoughts 
about the concept of ‘safe spaces’; opportunities for young women 
to come together to share experiences, learn from one another 
and discuss issues of inequality or anything else of concern to 
them. Almost every participant said they would find the opportunity 
valuable, often referencing the lack of opportunities to access 
support for particular issues including complex and profound 
questions of family, religious and cultural loyalty, contemporary 
identity, social exclusion and related gender bias.
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“I think that’s sometimes all we need: someone to talk to. We might 
not realise just how much of a difference it can make, just to get 
something off your chest. You know, all too often in this life I think 
we’re very guarded. I don’t know, maybe as a nation. We aren’t 
expected to open up or say this and you carry it with you. And it 
can be dangerous for that person and it can impact upon loads of 
different areas of your life as well so if you had a safe space and 
somebody you knew you could trust, you could go and speak to 
them. The whole Standing Safe campaign [to prevent sexual violence 
on university campuses] it gets people thinking... I think as part of 
a group, it can offer you a voice – especially for people who are 
naturally more introverted so are lacking in confidence. They see 
someone else doing it so they see that it is all right and they’re more 
encouraged to speak out themselves.”

“You come into this room and feel comfortable to express your ideas 
and stuff like that. You know that what you’re saying is in confidence 
and that you’re not going to be judged. I think that you do need to…
create that space. You can’t just expect it to happen when you’re 
having a chat with your friend.”

“We’ve got to make time for ourselves, ‘cause if you don’t, you will 
mentally get ill because you start speaking to your bairns like their 
adults! That’s why it’s good that we have this young mums group 
‘cause we can talk about stuff that we don’t speak about to anyone 
else.”

“Teachers stop you opening up because of the authority they have.”
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A dominant theme in these discussions was the need of forums for 
young men. It was suggested that this might be one of the most 
effective ways to achieve change and improve gender equality in 
Scotland.   

“Those who it hasn’t happened to [sexual harassment] don’t have 
the experience until someone has a daughter or a sister or a 
girlfriend that they see it happen to. Again it’s about opening these 
kinds of conversations about gender with more men. That’s what’s 
really important and they know that women genuinely don’t feel 
safe at night and they should cross the street. They don’t realise the 
effects this has on a young woman. These conversations need to be 
had in school.”

“Recently a team called RASASH came to our school and they were 
talking to us about rape in Scotland and I think it was really effective 
because it was an outside group talking to us about it, it wasn’t our 
teachers who we see every day so they were taken more seriously, 
it was like a lecture, they were getting people involved and we were 
talking about sexual violence and stuff. I think it would be really 
effective to have groups come in and talk to us about what feminism 
actually is, so that the boys are forced to listen to it, because it’s in 
school, and then everyone can learn about it. I feel like one of the 
main issues is that people don’t actually know what feminism is.”

Two sides of the coin:

“Spaces away from judgment or fear. I don’t think safe spaces 
always need to exclude men because I don’t think that’s going to 
be helpful either. I think if it’s a gender-focused space, I feel if it’s 
a feminist space, the men are hopefully going to be… So if it’s not 
necessarily a women’s only space, but a feminist space.”
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“I have lots of male friends that are lovely, but I just don’t feel 
comfortable talking about these things with them but I’m conscious 
they wouldn’t see these things as an issue. When you’ve never had 
these worries or think about how people will react to the way you’re 
dressed then I think there’s just the thought that it doesn’t happen.”

“I just feel like I would need people who would listen. I don’t know 
if they would listen. And like people that would be more interested, 
you have to have people that are interested in what you’re talking 
about.”

Another aspect of safe spaces is that they offer opportunities for 
young women to meet, reflect and discuss outside their existing 
social and family networks. Many young women described 
friends and women family members as key people they turn to 
for information, advice and guidance. While we recognise these 
networks as valuable sources of support for young women, some 
of the examples presented in this report show that the balance 
between traditional and family norms can be in conflict with 
helping young women to exist in the dynamic social reality they 
face. In particular, familial role models can often reinforce gender 
expectations.

“I think you sometimes need someone who doesn’t know you to talk 
to about it- you don’t need that extra judgement…sometimes if you 
have something personal and you’re upset about something, you 
don’t want the person to know you that talks to you.”

“Anonymous is important, people think their parents are going to 
get in trouble or people will start judging them and the anonymous 
thing is really good ‘cause you don’t feel like someone’s going to get 
in trouble if they say how they feel or what’s happened in their life.”



4848

Several young women described the SYWS interview process 
as thought-provoking, enjoyable and stimulating. The Young 
Women’s Movement is working to create more safe spaces 
for young women in Scotland, now and into the future. This 
research highlights the appetite for, and value of, accessible, 
respectful and supportive spaces for women and girls to explore 
the ways in which their gender and identity affects their lives.

We invite you to read, draw comparisons, and raise questions about 
the opinions and experiences shared in this report. We would like 
you, as a reader, a leader and decision-maker, to use this report to 
listen to young women and be inspired and/or challenged by their 
words to bring about change in whatever small or big way you can.

We look forward to continuing our work with young women to 
ensure even more of our voices are being heard. We’d love to hear 
what you think of SYWS 2016 and for you to get involved in The 
Young Women’s Movement. Chat to us on social media using the 
hashtag #SYWS16 and email us hello@ywcascotland.org.

The Status of Young Women in Scotland Team

www.ywcascotland.org

@youngwomenscot
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Researchers - Elspeth Parsons, Research Officer and Lorraine 
Simpson, Research Director from The Lines Between were 
commissioned to undertake the research, analysis and reporting for 
SYWS 2016 on behalf of The Young Women’s Movement. They also 
undertook the SYWS 2015 study.

Number of young women involved – 115 young women in 
Scotland between the ages of 16 and 30 took part in a series in-
depth interviews and focus groups in Autumn 2016.

Participant characteristics - a key focus for the research was to 
reach young women who have limited opportunities to talk about 
their experiences and gender equality within the context of their 
unique life circumstances. From the outset The Lines Between 
looked for diverse perspectives and voices, meeting individuals and 
groups whose voices and experiences had not previously been 
heard.

Participant Group/Characteristics Number
Remote rural areas 40
Young mothers  17
Young women with physical and/or learning disabilities 9
Young women with experience of the care system 10
Young women with experience of the justice system   4
Young women from minority ethnic communities 15

Accessible interviews -while some of the participants expressed 
interest in and familiarity with feminism and gender equality issues, 
many had not discussed these matters before or had opportunities 
to reflect on gender barriers in relation to their own life. We 
were sensitive to this and took steps to facilitate participation, for 

Methodology
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example sharing anonymised themes and discussion points across 
interviews to stimulate discussion. A large degree of flexibility was 
needed when using our discussion guide, to make sure it was 
accessible. Interviews and focus groups typically lasted an hour, 
with all dialogue recorded and transcribed for analysis.

Encouraging participation - potential participants were reached 
through a social media campaign, using the twitter handle 
#SYWS16, a series of leaflets and a short video to introduce 
the research and the researchers. This was effective in reaching 
individuals with an interest in gender equality and also staff 
from organisations that work with the particular vulnerable and 
marginalised groups we were keen to hear from. For the intimate 
conversations about sex and relationships, we made a specific call 
to invite interview participants who were happy talk about these 
aspects of their lives.
 
Working with gatekeepers - we contacted relevant organisations 
and agencies working with marginalised groups of young women 
to gain their buy-in to the research, which helped to facilitate 
introductions to willing participants. Once the interviews were 
complete we followed up with the ‘gatekeepers’ or group organisers 
who were able to share their thoughts about the role of creating 
spaces for discussion.

Travel - our efforts to reach rural communities involved travelling 
around Scotland using various combinations of train and bicycle, 
car and ferry around the peripheries of the central belt and across 
the Highlands.  



5151

Photography - we took photographs of the participants if they 
were willing however, some preferred a more anonymous style 
of portrait. Our photographs illustrate the variety of community 
settings that young women live in.

Literature review - we conducted a light-touch review of existing 
research into young women in Scotland published in the past three 
years. This search focused on quantitative findings, which allowed 
us to situate our findings within the wider research context. Some 
of this data appears in infographics throughout SYWS 2016.

Limitations -  although the qualitative nature of the methodology 
described above has key strengths we acknowledge the limitations 
of the methodologies employed and highlight that the findings 
should not be considered representative of the experiences of all 
young women in Scotland; they shine a light on the lives and views 
of those who participated in this study. 
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Screen shot from video appealing for participants

Driving through the 
Highlands to meet rural 

research participants

Active research- cycling between interviews in 
East Dunbartonshire

The view from 
the ferry while 

travelling to meet 
participants 

across the Scottish 
Highlands.

A typical focus group 
set-up for this study
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Glossary
Bairn    a child
Bi   short for ‘bisexual’, meaning sexually   
   attracted to the same gender or another  
   gender
Ken   know, e.g. “I ken.” Can be translated as “I  
   know.”
Lassie      a girl or young woman
Tattie   a potato
Tinder       a mobile dating app where users choose  
   whether to connect with each other based  
   on photos and a short bio
Trans   prefix for ‘trans’, ‘transsexual’, ‘transgender’,  
   ‘transvestite’, ‘trans-anything’ referring to  
   identities that cross from one gender or  
   sex to another in body behavior and/or life
Princes Street  the main shopping street in the centre of  
   Scotland’s capital city, Edinburgh
Wasnae     was not
Wee      small
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This report would not have been 
possible without the 115 young 
women who shared their stories, 
opinions and ideas with us. Thank 
you. 
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Movement.
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