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Foreword
Women remain underrepresented at many levels of decision making.
Only 20% of MPs and 29.3% of local councillors are women. The picture
is even worse when it comes to groups such as Black, Asian and
minority ethnic women. They represent less than 1% of all councillors
in England and 3.8% of women Chairs of Local NHS boards.
This means taking action to ensure that these women have
opportunities to work and to take part in wider public life is crucial.
That is why we launched Women Take Part in Autumn 2007 which,
for the first time has been looking at what currently exists to support women from
underrepresented groups into these roles and what needs to happen to create the step
change in participation levels that we need to see.
We know that women from all walks of life want to influence the local policies and services
that have an impact on their lives and the lives of their families and children. There are
examples of good work happening across the country to support women.
Getting women involved in decision making can change the face of policy making. We have
seen this happen in Parliament where issues such as violence against women, maternity
leave, flexible working and childcare are regularly discussed and we now have better and
stronger policies in all these areas. This is due to increased women’s representation.
We must grow the talent pool at a local level to enable underrepresented women to gain
the skills and confidence to take the first step on the ladder. To provide them with the
experience to move to the next platform and support them to become school governors
and tenants association leaders, which will develop the pipeline and increase the talent pool.
This report helps us to better understand the “journey” women take and recognise the
“distances” they are from decision making.

Barbara Follett MP
Parliamentary Under Secretary for Women & Equalities
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1 Introduction
The Women Take Part (WTP) research was funded by the Government Equalities
Office and Department for Communities and Local Government and examined the
participation of women, in particular underrepresented women, in governance and decision
making, in both community and public life. Women Take Part collected information about
two sides of the story: “what works” in terms of approaches, initiatives and learning
models that encourage different groups of women to become more involved, and “what
needs to happen” so that structures, policies and organisations work in ways that
encourage the recruitment and support of more women.
The overall aim is for women who are currently underrepresented to become more
active, both formally and informally, in governance structures and other aspects of both civic
and civil life (See Appendix one for explanation of these terms). This aim is also reflected in
the Public Service Agreement on Equality.
Women Take Part builds upon successful work done by some of the Take Part Network
(as part of the Home Office funded ‘Active Learning for Active Citizenship’ programme1)
engaging with and supporting women from all walks of life to ‘get more involved’.
This report provides a summary of the research findings and guidance on models,
approaches and resources which can be used to encourage, equip and support women.
It is a resource for the Government Equalities Office and other agencies from which they
can extract information and ideas to inform delivery of relevant performance targets.
Information on the research methodology is contained in Appendix two.

1

ALAC Evaluation report. Mayo and Rooke 2006. Home Office available at www.takepart.org
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2 The current state of play
This section draws upon contemporary research and knowledge in relation
to women’s active participation in public life. The need to develop and grow
the ‘pool’ of women available for civil participation and civic engagement is
emphasised.
This short research project is grounded in and benefits from the decades of work done by
women and organisations in a variety of different settings. Over the years there has been
much research done on the barriers to women’s involvement and participation which has
generated a great deal of knowledge, information and practical steps. However, looking at
the statistics in terms of women’s involvement, it seems that the situation has not changed
that much and that women are still sorely underrepresented in the places where decisions
are made and priorities are set. The Sex and Power publication2 produced by the Equality
and Human Rights Commission suggests that it will take up to 200 years to ensure the equal
representation of women in the British parliament, 27 years to achieve equality in civil
service top management, and 55 years to achieve an equal number of senior women in the
judiciary. Whilst these are shocking statistics, it is clear that there just aren’t enough women
in most areas of public life and for certain groups of women, including Black, Asian and
minority ethnic (BAME) women, their representation is even lower. There is clearly a power
gap in our institutions and workplaces.
Currently less than 20% of MPs are female. There are only two minority ethnic women
MPs and there has never been an Asian woman MP. Ethnic minority women make up less
than 1% of the House of Lords. Only 29% of Local Authority Councillors are women.
Overall less than 1% of all councillors are Black, Asian and minority ethnic women.
The power gap needs to be closed, with true representation for all groups of women,
including ethnic minority women, disabled women, working-class women, lesbians, and
women of all ages and faiths.3
There seems to be a relationship between the position of women and the condition of
women; the political status of women is mirrored in their relative economic status to men.
Whilst the pay gap experienced by women continues to narrow, with the-full time median
pay gap now at 12.6% and the part-time median pay gap at 39.1%4, the underlying causes of
the pay gap persist. Undervaluation of women’s work, a persistent employment penalty for

2 Sex and Power 2008, Equality and Human Rights Commission
3	Underrepresented women include these categories of women plus others not yet mentioned – and this may depend
on the context in question
4 Office for National Statistics, 2007 data
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mothers, occupational gender segregation, and discriminatory treatment in the workplace
continue to hamper efforts to further reduce the pay gap.5
“Women are much less likely than men to reach the top of their professions. Only 10% of
directorships of FTSE 100 companies are held by women. In today’s workplace requesting flexible
working can still spell career death for many women. Instead they often have to ‘trade down’ when
they take on caring roles and then lose out on the top jobs” 6 .
Centuries of systemic exclusion (both intended and unintended) mean that many of our
organisations and systems of governance were built around the visions and needs of a small
group of the population who had the right to vote – middle- and upper-class white men. It is
only 80 years since all women won the right to vote in England and it takes a long time to
change norms, cultures, expectations and attitudes. Currently, perhaps in recognition of the
fight for universal suffrage for all, and an acknowledgement of the danger of losing the gains
already fought for, there seems to be a lot of stocktaking and reflection going on. We hope
that this research is a part of that process and that Women Take Part will add something
useful – and perhaps be a drip in the waterfall of change!
As part of The Gender Agenda, the EOC produced an ‘equality index’ that demonstrates the
health of the nation in terms of gender equality across all areas of life and indicating what we
need to be doing if things are to change significantly. They concluded:
“The index shows that in some instances, we’re heading in the right direction – the situation is
improving. But more often progress has been painfully slow and there is much more we could do
to speed up the pace of change, otherwise our children’s children will still be grappling with many
of the same challenges. In other areas, the index suggests the agenda has stalled, or worse yet
we’re actually going backwards. Unless further action is taken, nothing will ever change.”
Notions of gender go right to the heart of any culture and society – the expectations,
privileges and roles of men and women are different. Being a ‘woman’ affects your life
differently to being a ‘man’ and this varies through time, space and culture. Much current
research7 on representation and parity, influence, participation, engagement and power, show
hierarchies based on ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, and notions of ability and disability,
which are often hidden, invisible and not open for discussion. Women are clearly not a
homogenous group, but there are enough common experiences to be able to argue for the
existence of gendered experiences of the public domain, and to identify the many barriers that
are beyond the control of the individual.
Women can experience the ‘zapper’ effect – feeling excluded, patronised, not
good enough, not knowing the rules of the game etc. This may be the case
whatever one’s class, race, ethnicity, education, sexual orientation. It is
sometimes helpful to see beyond the personal and recognise that gender
discrimination exists.
5
6
7

Closing the Gender Pay Gap: An update report for TUC Women’s Conference 2008
The Gender Agenda, EOC, July 2007. www.gender-agenda.co.uk
Includes Councillors’ Commission Report, Joseph Rowntree Foundation Report on Citizen Governance, Leadership
Centre for Local Government, Where are the Women in LSPs, Urban Forum/Oxfam/Women’s Resource Centre,
Routes to Power: research on ethnic minority women and decision-making, Fawcett
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So, as well as encouraging more, and different, women to become more constructive,
critical, co-operative, confident and challenging in the public domain, there have to be
changes in how organisations and structures work. If this doesn’t happen, even though the
pool of women is increased and expanded, women will still experience the ‘zapper effect’.
In March 2008 the Fawcett Society launched the Seeing Double 8 programme to make
visible the experiences and priorities of ethnic minority women in Britain. This work
reported that “the needs of ethnic minority women tend to fall through the cracks”.
This can result in ethnic minority women being inadvertently over looked because of the
overlapping effects of gender and ethnicity resulting in disadvantaged not being recognised
for this group when policies are being developed.
Women Take Part, linked with other evidence, suggests that most organisations could do
more to recognise how race and gender intersect and develop a clearer understanding of
how gender plays out at all in terms of women’s different life experiences and opportunities.
Differences between women related to class, income, sexuality, physical ability or disability
are generally not taken into account. It is likely that if ‘equality for women’ is ‘on the agenda’
it is often articulated in terms relating to the needs and experiences of white middle-class
heterosexual women.
New research published recently by the Fawcett Society and the Government Equalities
Office reveals that ethnic minority women leaders need to overcome significant institutional
obstacles to achieve success.
The Routes to Power9 research study interviewed 23 of the most high profile ethnic
minority women in politics and the public, private and voluntary sectors in the UK, including
politicians, CEOs and Directors. It found that the gap between policy and practice is so wide
that two new forms of organisational discrimination are developing: ‘Tokenism’, whereby
“organisations are placing ethnic minority women in senior roles to improve their
organisations’ equality credentials, resulting in senior ethnic minority women facing
widespread assumptions that they are not in their roles because of their own merit or
abilities” and ‘typecasting’, where “ethnic minority women are being streamed into equality
and diversity roles even where their training and professional skills lie elsewhere”.
Interestingly ‘tokenism’ and ‘typecasting’ are seen as more prevalent and pronounced in the
political and public sectors, and the private and voluntary sectors were regarded as more
progressive by the women in the study.
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation research10 on governance interviewed 50 women
from black and Asian backgrounds engaged at various levels within formal and informal
governance structures. They described negative attitudes and behaviour of some people
involved in “leading, managing and participating in civic governance structures”, whether
intentional or unintentional. These attitudes are shown in a range of ways: in terms of
professional interaction, in meetings, in the submission of proposals and ideas, in applications

8 Seeing Double: race and gender in ethnic minority women’s lives, Fawcett Society, March 2008
9 Routes to Power: research on ethnic minority women and decision-making: Fawcett 2008
10 Routes and barriers to citizen governance Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2008
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for governance positions and, sometimes, “in the dismissive response received when issues
that impact on BAME communities are raised”.
The survey confirmed that “gender barriers and those associated with race and faith were
often difficult to distinguish” and that “prejudices experienced were due to a combination of
factors”. A reoccurring theme is that black and ethnic minority women need to be extraconfident to ‘get in’ and ‘stay in’, navigate the barriers and survive against many odds. One
respondent argued that ‘lack of confidence’ related, to some extent, to the stereotyping,
racism and sexism they face, rather than a lack of skill or desire. This is reflected, to some
extent in the experiences of others, who have stated that a key barrier to involvement is the
roles and expectations of them, as women.
Local Strategic Partnerships (LSP) are key decision-making bodies at local level, controlling
significant resources, and all public bodies now have legal obligations under the Gender
Equality Duty11 to actively promote gender equality. But a report Where are the Women in
LSPs? published by Urban Forum, Oxfam and the Women’s Resource Centre, reveals that
only a quarter of chairs of LSP Boards are women.12 It also found that the voice of women’s
voluntary and community organisations is hardly heard at all. Less than 2% of voluntary and
community sector representatives on LSPs are women’s organisations, despite making up 7%
of the voluntary and community sector. The report also found that 80% of LSPs are not
monitoring women’s representation, and no LSP demonstrated awareness that issues, such
as economic development or transport, affect men and women differently.
The BoardsCount™ benchmarking survey13 shows that, within smaller organisations, women
account for 45% of the board, whereas for larger organisations this drops to 29%. It also
reveals that within smaller charities and voluntary groups, black and minority ethnic trustees
make up 12% of the board, whereas for larger organisations this falls to 7%. There is clearly
a glass ceiling in voluntary sector governance where women and people from black and
minority ethnic backgrounds are finding it harder to become trustees of larger charities and
voluntary organisations.
The Councillors Commission14 found removing the barriers to greater representation
requires us to identify what factors impede or facilitate the improved representation of
underrepresented groups: women, people from ethnic minority backgrounds, disabled
people, young people and lesbian, gay and bisexual people. Representation, with its core
concern for parity, is the outcome of the interplay between supply and demand factors in
the democratic process. Attempts to address representative deficits have focused on both
supply and demand factors.

• Supply-side factors include the willingness or availability of people from underrepresented
groups – women, people from ethnic minority backgrounds, younger people and people
with disabilities – to offer themselves for election.

11 The Gender Equality Duty is a legal requirement on all public authorities when carrying out all their functions, to
eliminate discrimination and harassment and promote equality
12 Where are the Women in LSPs: Urban Forum/Oxfam/Women’s Resource Centre 2007
13 BoardsCount™ benchmarking survey. Governance Hub 2007
14 Representing the future; the report of the Councillors Commission CLG 2007
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• Demand-side factors determine the acceptability of people as candidates and include the
willingness of selectors to adopt them and electors to cast their votes for them.

The Councillors Commission focused on different aspects of the equation and also
recognised that it is not enough to simply recruit, there is also a need to look at the
positions they are recruited to and how people are retained. Women Take Part is concerned
with the whole process of “getting there, being there and staying there”. A literature review
from some unpublished research15 highlights the current situation. Harris (1999) notes that
in Bradford individual women were present on partnership bodies at an operational level but
their participation diminished at a management and strategic level and, in Appleton’s (1999)
Sheffield study, women’s participation is perceived as an extension of their domestic role.
At the point where decisions are to be made ‘men take over’ and women are
underrepresented at management and strategic levels in the public sphere.
Riseborough’s study (1998) of an Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) partnership showed that
women struggled with so many demands that they became de-motivated. For May (1997)
the ‘triple burden’ of expectations due to their other work commitments in the family and
employment, is a barrier to women’s participation in community-based partnerships.
Harris (1999) states that regeneration has developed as a male dominated profession and
an ingrained male organisational culture is de-motivating for women, “particularly when it
becomes apparent that decisions are made in informal male networks outside of meetings”.
Both Harris (1999) and Appleton (1999) note the trend of male local authority officers and
community leaders to dominate decision-making processes. Alsop et. al. (2001) found that
working practices are shaped around male patterns of participation and there are few female
role models. Gilroy (1996) found that women are silenced by the ‘men in suits,’ or as Harris
(1999) notes, survive by colluding and embracing male dominated cultures. Riseborough
(1998) summarises that a gender blind approach results in a male view of social and
economic interests.
These findings are corroborated in two studies ‘Why women leave architecture’ and ‘Room at
the Top: a study of women chief executives in local government in England and Wales’ conducted
by Bristol Business School (both cited in Macauley 2004).
Other studies point to an ingrained ‘macho culture’ pervading regeneration that is linked to
major strategic policies, based on tough negotiations, moving quickly, closed decisions and
well developed male public/private sector networks, whereas women’s networks are under
developed (Brownhill 2003, Objective 1 South Yorkshire 2003). For Brownhill and Darke
(1998) gendered and racialised styles of power in partnership working reinforce inequality.

15 Extract from MA dissertation Sue Robson University of Sunderland 2004
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3	Women’s journeys to active,
critically engaged citizens
This section uses the research findings to develop a four-step model of
women’s journeys to being active and critical citizens and presents some ‘pen
pictures’ drawn from research respondents.The issue of difference between
women is briefly discussed in relation to this model.The indicators of the four
steps are described.
Based on existing research literature and issues that women have reported during our research,
a model is proposed that outlines the stages of the journey that women may take. It is, like all
models, a simplified analysis that helps us to understand how underrepresented women may move
from being ‘uninvolved’ to being ‘critically engaged’, and informs what is needed to support them
along the way.
While we appreciate that we are all unique individuals, treading our path and taking
different routes, there is some value in drawing out the common experiences that
women face. By understanding these, we can see what needs to change for women
to make progress, in terms of personal development and in terms of structures and
processes that support or impede progress. Recent evidence highlights the need
for organisations and structures to change how they do things if they want different types of people
to become involved. The evidence shows that, even if women do ‘get into’ various governance
structures, they still often experience the ‘zapper effect’ or the ‘concrete ceiling’: not feeling
equal, frustrated by the way ‘business’ is conducted, feeling knocked back or just not taken into
account.

“I am a fairly outspoken person and thought I would be able to change things when I started in
a new job. But I was told that I would not get a promotion if I spoke ‘like that’ in meetings etc”.
“You can identify that you are being bullied but you are not always sure or able to prove that
this is discrimination. Is it because you are a woman? Is it because you are black? It is not
always easy to define or record”
The ‘journey model’ was sent out to approximately 45 individual women from different
organisations across England, some of whom were already involved in the research, with a request
for constructive comments and illustration from their own life and journey, as well as being the
focus of discussion the research event. Feedback indicates that the steps are very useful for
women in making sense of their own ‘journeys’ to becoming active critical citizens.
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The journey stages ….
Journey stages
Step 3

Staying there

Step 2

Being there

Step 1

Getting there

Step 0

Not there

The stages are presented as steps in a
progressive sequence. However, real life is
generally more complex than this, with
stops, starts, and movement backwards and
forwards. Women will take different routes
through the steps and we hope the model
will be useful to them in making sense of
their own journeys and in seeing the path
they took or are taking. We are interested
in what is required in order for women to
move from step to step and stay ‘at the
table’ and be ‘critically engaged’ – in
whatever context they find themselves.

“The steps are accurate and relate to personal experience of many women. I like the way that
you have illustrated the indicators in each of the steps, especially Step 0 where there are so
many women still in that step who do not realise how much influence they can have and how
many things there are out there for them to get involved in. I also think Step 0 can have
women who are highly educated and maybe in professional jobs but simply do not see that they
have a voice”
“I think the steps are absolutely correct and I can identify with them going back to when I felt
unable and lost”.
“In terms of the stages of the model, over time I have made steady progress from Step 1 to
Step 2, although I don’t feel that that I have fully met all the indicators within Step 2 that
would allow me to move up to the next level.”
“Steps can be interlinked or may overlap. Women may move through the sequence of steps,
yet their journey is fluid, at one level they may ‘want things to be improved for themselves, their
families and communities and step outside the private domain’, yet they may find they are still
partially dominated or held back by the indicators in Step 0.”
“Insight in how women get on the voluntary/community involvement ladder”
“How many of ‘my’ issues are shared with other women – and their experiences and learning
can help me too”
One respondent suggested events act as triggers to a cycle of change, development and
learning. For example in Step 1 there is the indicator…
‘Women start to be involved in things outside the home such as volunteering’
…which could then lead onto the following:

• She is valued for her contributions, including her time, skills, commitment.
• She is engaging with a new group of people.
8

• She in turn is given a new opportunity to enhance or learn new skills, thus expanding on
her existing knowledge base.

• She may wish to develop her skills by undertaking training within her area of interest.
• With her new found knowledge she may look at pursuing other more challenging roles.
• Ultimately, her self confidence, self-esteem and sense of worth will be elevated.
At the research event some women commented on how we need to value the role of
women in the home and made the point that it should be about choice; that ‘being at home’
rather than being out at paid work doesn’t mean that women shouldn’t have any power or
be able to take a part in public life.
Other comments relate to different trajectories – including what happens when women
decide that participation is a waste of time, either because they find that their situation is
not close to where power is, or because it’s a very negative experience. It can seem all too
time consuming for too little benefit.
Does difference make a difference?
Women’s experiences of both private and public domains provide the basis for the model.
We all start our journeys in different places, for different reasons, and with differences
between us, such as ethnicity, religion, disability, class, culture, income, and sexual
orientation. These will have positive or negative impacts on our progress. The Steps seek
to encapsulate the experiences of ‘EveryWoman/AnyWoman’ and so we anticipate that
individual women will recognise significant aspects of their own journeys within it.
Stereotypes, prejudice and discrimination such as racism, homophobia and discrimination
based upon disability, class, background, and culture will all affect women’s journeys. The
initial findings would seem to indicate that the steps are relevant for a wide variety
of women
“I am a positive, enthusiastic and challenging person who often uses humour to explore difficult
issues. I don’t really buy into the sisterhood stuff as I don’t necessarily think that I should have things
in common with another woman just because we share the same gender! (Nor do I assume that I
have anything in common with men – who don’t!). We are each unique and have different life
experiences. It is the specific inequalities and disadvantage that we need to tackle – and it is
everyone’s responsibility to do so, otherwise nothing changes.”
What next with The Steps?

• Refine further and use them to develop a resource tool for women.
• Consider how useful they could be for other marginalised groups.
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Step 0: Not there – Women haven’t considered getting involved in the public domain
don’t know what’s ‘out there’
don’t see voting as particularly important or
something they do
are prevented from taking a role or an interest
outside the private sphere
do not see how the public domain relates to
their lives
do not question their position in society
experience violence, intimidation and domestic
abuse

Step 1: Getting there – Women want things to be improved for themselves, their
families and communities and step outside the private domain. Indicators: they
start to be involved in things outside the home,
such as volunteering
see the value of association or friendship with
other women
want to find out more about how the ‘external
world’ works
start to value their own skills and knowledge
have more personal confidence and self-esteem
want to improve their opportunities

recognise they have rights to do things for
themselves – and still have responsibility for
the home, family and caring
are encouraged to have interests and roles
outside the home as long as family life is not
disrupted
have more awareness of what voting means
for them

Step 2: Being there – Women are involved in public structures and community
Organisations. Indicators: they
are involved in local community projects and
civic structures
know more about how decisions are made
know more about the external public world
feel they can contribute opinions and ideas and
have something useful to say
know more about others who are different to
them
learn the rules of engagement: how meetings
work, how to get their voice across, how to
read official documents
make allies of others
feel more confident in their own abilities

Women’s Journeys

Indicators: they
are occupied by performing traditional family
roles in the private & domestic sphere
work long hours in low paid jobs
are constrained and proscribed by gender
expectations and gender roles
juggle caring roles and economic roles
are unconfident in their own abilities…‘I can’t
do it …’ ‘It’s not possible ...’ ‘I haven’t got time...’
feel unable to navigate their way in the world
don’t feel that they can change things

see the value of networking
feel they are ‘not good enough’
feel that they are not listened to and are
undervalued at times
are supported by family members
wonder if they are doing things right
question how they can juggle family
expectations, their own expectations and
other commitments
limit themselves to what they know they
can do
still find it difficult to break out of traditional
caring roles and housework

Step 3: Staying there – Women work with and within structures and organisations to
deliver change based upon equality and social justice. Indicators: they
know they can make a difference
value their own contribution
link local concerns to national and global issues
feel able to question how things are done
know what they want or need
know where to go to get what they want
understand the complexities around decision
making and policy development
see how power inequalities operate – for
themselves and others
understand how gender inequality affects them
and other women and how race and class
connect with gender inequality
have a critical analysis of issues and events and
can critically analyse official documents
trust their own judgement when things feel
wrong
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feel confident to say I don’t understand and
feel able to ask ‘stupid’ questions
don’t blame themselves when things go wrong
see mistakes as opportunities for learning
seek out active support from others
reflect on and evaluate what they do
take risks to get things done
understand the value of collective action
develop their own networks for support and
development
act as role models and support other women
make demands on others to take a responsibility
for maintaining family life and housework
feel supported to have the time and energy to
be engaged and involved

These pen pictures are extracts from the responses we received from a range of different
women:
What prompted you to start your journey?

Getting married and having children changed everything, no time to myself, only able to
have domestic type jobs to fit around the children. My husband lost his job so we
decided that one of us would go to college and retrain. He went and I was devastated,
but supported him. He messed around and did not take it seriously, which made me very
unhappy. I knew I could do it and gain more qualifications and make a better life for me
and the children.
Where did you start?
I got divorced which was the start of my life. I went to college and studied to gain four
A levels and several RSA’s in IT. A wonderful tutor encouraged me to look at going to
university and told me I could do it. Another male tutor and friend told me the way of
work was changing and women would be working in higher paid jobs and equal to men.
I listened and took his advice. I went to university and got my BA Hons, (I was the first
person in our family ever to have a degree). On graduation day I was offered a 1 year
research post, which was fantastic. I have never looked back. I have encouraged many
more women since to do the same. I worked for the university to promote participation
to educate hard to reach groups and the route they could take and the outcomes. My
confidence grew, my ability to communicate and be around other people grew. I felt I
was able to contribute and actually knew more than I thought I did. I realised I had life
skills – I didn’t even know what they were before.
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What prompted you to start your journey?
Initially, my desire to attend a course created by women for women was very appealing
given that I had worked predominately with women in the community. On a more
personal level I wanted to develop professional relationships with other like-minded
women who shared a common interest in women’s issues. Other key factors may have
included my own personal experiences of the daily injustices faced by women, which are
largely ignored by wider society, leaving you feeling voiceless about issues that affect you
and women around you. This in turn gives way to feelings of frustration as you are
unaware of how you can begin to initiate any form of change for yourself or other
women.
Where did you start?
On reflection I believe my journey started when I was 16, having made a conscious
choice not to remain in a forced marriage to a man who was my first cousin, and who
was 15 years my senior. Leaving the marriage, severing all ties with my immediate family,
and seeking refuge in a women’s hostel, has shaped my life over the years. It was at this
point in my life where I began to make the transition from having every aspect of my life
controlled, to being able to make my own life choices. This is where a deep seated desire
to support women who had suffered similar abuses began. Prior to this stage my life had
been contained in Step 0, as I believe this served a purpose, not for me, but for those
whose belief systems are based on the subjugation and oppression of women, which
results in the indicators listed during Step 0.
During this period of my life I had no inclination assert myself educationally or otherwise,
as from a young age the blueprint of my life had already been mapped out by my family,
without any input from me. I was instilled with the belief that education for me was not a
necessary prerequisite to be successful in life, success for women was measured purely
on the basis of their domestic skills, and the role that they played out as a daughter,
sister, and prospective wife.
What prompted you to start your journey?
Desperate need to help the lesbian and gay community in the face of profound
institutionalised homophobia.
Where did you start?
Running a gay group and gay switchboard.
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What prompted you to start your journey?
Being a ‘girl’ meant that I was going to be denied access to the boys world which I did
not realise was different from mine. When I began grammar school I also became aware
of class divisions as I was plunged into another alien world where the girls were being
primed for teaching/medical roles and the boys for positions of power.
Where did you start?
I became increasingly aware that I would never experience an ungendered thought.
Society mitigated against it and in many ways I colluded because I was battling to
understand myself when my ‘self’ was being constructed by others. I wanted to feel ‘safe’
as myself but this meant accepting the role that society was imposing on me simply
because of my chromosomes! I was extremely angry but felt powerless and isolated in
my struggle. I was always interested in psychology and in the 1960s I joined Woman’s Lib
where I began to explore ‘feminist’ issues with like-minded women.
Responses on questions on barriers below:
What are/have been the significant barriers and how have you/do you deal
with them?
Personal experience of childhood sexual abuse and domestic violence in adult life –
I survived, I escaped and, when I could, I gained appropriate support for myself.
Personal and professional experience of physical and attitudinal barriers as a disabled
woman – worked in the field of disability and for a while became a disability equality
trainer, ongoing challenges.
Personal and professional experience of attitudinal barriers of being a woman and being a
lesbian – on-going challenges.
The barriers for me have been community leaders (mainly men) who do not want women
to get together and work together. They are often suspicious because they feel ‘they do
not have control’. How I overcame this is I started talking to community leaders and other
senior figures on board because even though we know they want to block our work we
still want to educate their wifes, sisters, children, etc… and the only way to do that is by
providing a service for them and women so they do not feel excluded. This has worked for
the community I work with but has been a struggle and a LONG process. Lucky I was
working with some inspirational women who had determination and will power to
continue.
My insecurity was a barrier – I slowly rebuilt my sense of self (not quite there yet).
Partners – constant challenge trying to balance ‘not being selfish’ with fulfilling my ‘needs’.
Children – they have been a barrier but also opened doors. However, there is always a
mismatch between their needs and mine and theirs come first mostly, which is what I
choose and the way I want it to be, but it is a barrier to me doing things which would get
me there faster!
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At what point did your aspirations change – when you felt that you wanted to
move on or do more?
When it became obvious that life was about either living as a victim or living as a survivor.
Chose to be a survivor.
Accessing opportunities either when they came up, or seeking them out – accessing
learning and development opportunities at work, becoming a member and subsequent
chair of a domestic violence trust.
When other people showed me they believed in me.
What are the things that have most helped you get to where you are now?
My own courage and self determination – growing up as a disabled person whose
impairment changes means you either make the most of what you’ve got or give up. I like
to rise to a challenge.
Some family members, friends and present partner.
Seeking and accessing opportunities.
Learning from my mistakes.
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4	Learning, support and
development
The section uses the research findings to identify the types and
characteristics of learning, support and development available to women on
this journey to becoming, and remaining, active critical citizens in the public
domain. It notes that much of this leaning, support and development takes
place due to women’s passion and commitment in the voluntary and
community sectors. Issues and choices around working across ‘difference’ are
explored. The ‘Four Essential Ingredients’ model is presented and explained
which suggests specific learning outcomes that combine to create the
conditions for women to be confident and active in the public domain.
“What would be equally as valuable is to identify some of the factors that enabled the growth
of these women, in their emotional, mental, and intellectual capacity, as well as their ability to
be able to take positive, informed action. This would invariably give a much clearer indication of
the learning/changes that are taking place for the women, and can be evidenced against
a range of interventions that are occurring, in order to meet the desired indicators during
each stage.”
This ‘broad brush’ research attempts to map, categorise and analyse ‘what works’ in a
fragmented field covering the voluntary and community sectors, higher education and the
public sector. A snowball sampling approach was used to send out invitations to participate
in the research and 27 organisations and networks were identified which offer learning,
support and development to women around becoming more active critical citizens.
18 actually took part in the research and these are mostly located within the community,
voluntary and third sectors. The research identified four general approaches to working
with women to develop skills, knowledge and confidence around becoming, and remaining,
active critical citizens in the public domain. The focus was on direct learning and support and
so most of the qualitative research is about the first two of these categories.

• Courses
Structured learning programmes linked to mentoring and support during and afterwards.

• Holistic approaches
Women’s organisations offer individual and group support and mentoring around specific
issues. They support women in taking control of their lives and in starting to see a role for
themselves in the public domain.

• Networks
Local and national networks with a focus on women’s support and development. A source
of research, information, support and shared strategies.
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• Partnership approaches
Alliances of organisations working towards agreed aims led by either the voluntary and
community sectors, or the statutory sectors, around ‘engagement’.
Comments from the research event….
“The wealth of knowledge about government policies – the things we simply don’t have as
common knowledge.”
“Networking and… learning about policies, reports and activities…knowledge is power.”
“Those that really need the information are most likely not to get it if we do not take that
responsibility.”
“It is fantastic to be here and to hear from all sorts of different organisations but…how many
of us will cascade this information on – it is important that we do this.”
Seven organisations that deliver such publicly advertised women’s courses were identified
and six were interviewed. Four holistic approaches were identified and all were interviewed.
They often support women in crisis, such as suffering domestic abuse. The notions of
created space and invited space are used to draw attention to the origin and motivation
of the initiatives.
‘Created spaces’ refers to action and thinking within civil society; women’s groups,
voluntary and community organisations that are often motivated by a passion for women’s
equality and social justice.
‘Invited spaces’ refers to action and thinking within government
departments and structures; local government, Partnerships, national
departments and quangos, that are motivated by policies designed to
increase democratic activity and citizen engagement. In this research,
invited space initiatives were motivated by women in key positions who
are also passionate about women’s equality and social justice.
The majority of provision is located in created spaces which emphasizes the importance of
the women’s voluntary and community sectors as a mainspring for women’s civic and civil
engagement and involvement. If we accept the premise that we need to increase the pool of
women available for civic and civil engagement and involvement; then due thought and
consideration has to be given to how this is done and who does it. Recent research by the
Women’s Resource Centre16 highlights the ongoing need for women only services and
spaces, particularly in the light of increasing pressure on ‘women-only’ services to justify
their existence.
Key characteristics of learning, support and development initiatives

• Participants in the research viewed women-only courses as different from mixed gender

courses: the group dynamics are different with many women saying that it is important to

16	Why Women-only?: The value and benefit of by women, for women services. WRC 2007
(also see www.whywomen.org.uk)
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encourage safe spaces for experiential and personal learning. Women speak of bonding,
disclosing personal histories and sharing and finding commonalities.

• End goals of initiatives are not rigidly specified as women have to be able to choose their

own levels and fields of involvement. Outcomes are geared towards more women feeling
confident about being in positions where they can make a difference. There is little
enthusiasm about numbers for numbers sake.

• The annuality of funding bids can often make good initiatives short term.
• Organisations report feeling pressure to fit new priorities for funding purposes. The
pressure to always have a new approach gets in the way of rolling out successful
schemes and initiatives to new groups of women; the pressure to be innovative.

• Initiatives try to work from ‘where women are at’ in terms of interests, ability, confidence,
family situation, aspirations, work situation and culture.

• Initiatives recognise that women have to move out of their ‘comfort zone’ in order to
learn new skills and develop confidence.

• Equalities planning takes a central role in practicalities and delivery: making sure that

women can physically access the activities, (whether they be ‘real’ or virtual), as well as
being able to take part once they are there.

• Appropriate accreditation is often an issue; time taken to navigate bureaucracy and the
time taken to do administration, finding relevant units, the time for women to do
assignments, literacy levels, and funding, have all been stated as difficulties.

• Encouragement and support is crucial and is built into the provision, both during and after
the immediate activity, in the form of networking, mentoring or one-to-one support.

• Opportunities to meet and have shared dialogue with decision and policy makers where
women feel able to speak on their own terms and articulate their points.

Delivery issues

• The need for skilled facilitators that are able to manage complex group dynamics, allow
them to evolve and who have conflict resolution skills.

• The need for ‘representative’ trainers who relate to the experiences of the women they
are working with.

• The need for ‘training trainers’, both in terms of increasing the potential pool of trainers/
facilitators, and providing more ‘representative’ trainers.

• When the opportunity to learn and become familiar with IT skills are offered alongside
these courses, women have found them very beneficial to source, understand and
interpret information.

• A critical aspect is the opportunity to consider and explore the issues around gender,

power and personal and institutional barriers to women in the community and public
domain – a safe space to explore gendered roles and feelings about this – cultural norms,
family expectations and personal reactions.
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• Controversial discussions about politics, children, religion, sex – can lead to heated
discussions, and sometimes to the formation of cliques, which require very careful
management and facilitation.

Does difference make a difference?
What are the benefits to organising on the basis of difference, and what are benefits to
organising on the basis of similarity? It seems that both have particular benefits, depending
on the needs of women at the time and the desired outcomes.
When women’s courses are mixed they create opportunities for women to create
connections to women who are different from themselves and understand the common
issues and experiences we have as women and share strategies for change. There is the
opportunity to share and understand more about how power operates in terms of gender,
race, class, sexuality and other aspects of people’s identity and experience.
“As a group of women we were able to share the richness of our lives irrespective of socioeconomic status, faith, sexual orientation, age, ethnicity, disability, colour, creed, profession, etc.
“We discovered that all the women on the course had suffered the same sort of inequalities
and barriers.
“…some Asian women are surprised when they realise that white women go through the same
experiences of domestic violence”
Differences between women are crucial when stereotypes and prejudice lead to
discrimination and careful skilled facilitation is needed to create safe spaces for difficult
conversations and discussions.
When courses are for similar women they create opportunities for women to share
specific common experiences and gain support for themselves and lobby together for
change.
“…for Asian women there is very little support for them to be able to engage – they don’t
come forward so…the essential ingredients are language, understanding where they are
coming from and the impact of this – recognising different levels of learning – making
connections and validating women’s experiences – who they are…trying to understand each
other…and where we are at…enabling Asian women to gain the skills, experiences and
confidence to create an ‘Asian women’s voice’ within the local area whenever they can.”
Specific groups of women experience discrimination and subsequently demand and carve out
safe spaces for support and sharing strategies for survival and development. These are
important sources of support, learning and development.
The Learning, Support and Development Research Report17 contains brief details of and
contact information for initiatives that are included in the research.

17 Accompanying document to this report can be accessed at http://www.changesuk.net/
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Journeys and learning; the links
“I feel it would be useful to indicate what has occurred or is happening that has assisted the
women to progress through each of the steps – what has happened for the women at Step 0
which has assisted them to progress onto the next stage of the model..”
Women are generally active in the public domain when they are active in their own lives.
Women are active in different spheres at different times:
active in their own lives
active in the community
active in the wider world

Exploring the tensions and contradictions involved in citizenship and gender lead us to
recognise inequalities in the structures, processes and cultures of governance. If we want to
change these, then we have to challenge ourselves and others to become active critical
citizens.
“To solve social problems and improve society, citizens must question, debate and change
established systems and structures that reproduce patterns of injustice over time”16
To provide the relevant learning experiences to achieve such active critical women
citizens, delivery methods should be rooted in learner-centred, participative and
informal educational approaches within an explicit vision in relation to gender, race,
equality and social justice.
“The course has enabled me to develop my own voice, challenge gender stereotypes, to focus
on my strengths rather than my weaknesses, whilst accessing opportunities to assist me to
mature and grow.”
“The continued support of the course facilitators and other women has enabled me to begin
working on other initiatives that I hope will inspire, encourage and move women to be more
active in their own lives, and within their communities.”
“…lack of confidence is the biggest barrier to females being powerful and vocal. Remedies:
information, support, learning and finding common ground. Knowing what barriers you face and
finding ways of overcoming and solving them.”
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The ‘Four Essential Ingredients’ used in the Take Part Learning Framework was tested
to see how useful it is in different contexts with different women. It seems to have relevance
for learning, development and support around underrepresented women being active in both
the community and public life. In order to provide opportunities for women to start to
recognise their potential for leadership and participation, the Four Essential Ingredients
suggest specific learning outcomes, which combine to create the conditions for
women to be confident and active in the public domain.
1. Value your own skills

• The focus is on work with individuals, whether in terms of confidence building, validating
life experiences or practical skills development.

• Presentation skills, public speaking, chairing meetings, budgeting, planning, dealing with
difficult situations, being more assertive.

• These can be the building blocks towards increased self-esteem and an acceptance of
one’s own value and experience.
A model: Working
towards Leadership,
Participation and
Involvement

Valuing your own skills,
knowledge and experience
Self esteem

1

Knowing where
to go for what
you need
How to get what
you want

4

3

Knowing how the external
world operates and your
place in it

Knowing yourself
through and with
others
Identifying shared
experiences and
common issues

2

Choosing where you
want to be

2. Know yourself through and with others

• Provides the opportunity to make sense of the factors that shape your life, for example,
education, religion, family, motherhood, sexuality, class, race, economic dependence

• While we have many experiences in common, we are all products of our particular and
diverse cultures, backgrounds and traditions

• If we can learn how to value ourselves and communicate with others in a genuine way, we
are in a better position to develop a network of support, deal with inevitable conflicts and
work together to make positive changes.
“I believe that my life experiences have acted as the trigger for me to strive to create a greater
awareness of issues that impact upon women’s lives, and in the knowledge that women can
affect change if they can develop a deeper insight into their own experiences, and that of
others. Only then can you begin the process of change on a personal level, before you can begin
to work on the process of change on a much wider scale.”
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3. Know how the external world operates and choosing where you want to be

• To make changes and get our voices heard women need to know how the system

operates: how decision-making structures are set up, how these structures work, who is
involved, how accountable they are and who holds power in any given situation.

• This means knowing about the local, national and international structures that impact
upon our lives.

• If we are clear about our place within the system; as a voter, a constituent, a consumer or
a citizen, we start to have a clearer understanding about our rights, and responsibilities.

• Once we have this knowledge we can make choices about where we want to be and the
roles we want to play, for example, an elected member, a school governor, an MP, a
magistrate or on a Citizen’s Panel.

4. Know where to go to get what you want

• In order to make changes women have to make their voices heard, ask people for

information and know how to get what they want from individuals and organisations.

• This can involve negotiating, campaigning, lobbying – or simply being more assertive!
“The course sessions were delivered in a non-threatening way, which made me feel safe and
not judged as a group member, which was made up of a diverse group of women. This in itself
broke down our feelings of isolation as we were mutually supportive of each other, our
experiences were validated, and our overriding desire to take collective action inspired us to
stride forth. I keep in contact with a number of the women from the course on a regular basis
with whom I have developed friendships…”
Approaches for delivering learning, support and development need to be geared to
the aspirations and situations of the women in question. Although it would be wrong to
prescribe particular approaches for specific stages, it would seem that the holistic approach
(women’s organisations offer support and mentoring around specific issues for women to
take control of their lives and start to see a role for themselves in the public domain) seems
very appropriate for women at Levels 0 and 1.
Journey stages
Level 3

Staying there

Level 2

Being there

Level 1

Getting there

Level 0

Not there

Approaches for delivering learning,
support and development

Networks

Partnership
approaches

Courses

Holistic approaches
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5 Organisation’s journeys
The section uses the research findings, contemporary research and other
commentary to develop and explain a four-stage model of organisation’s
journeys towards a genuine willingness to change, take risks and do things
differently to increase gender parity and equality within their organisation.
The indicators for each stage are described and issues and organisational
challenges raised through the research are considered. A series of
organisational case studies are presented which highlight some examples of
organisational good practice.
This section focuses on research around values, cultures, attitudes and actions of
organisations and structures which act to block or encourage women’s active critical
involvement and participation in the public spheres of civil and civic engagement.
When we refer to an organisation’s cultures we mean the expectations, attitudes, the values
and the spoken and unspoken rules of acceptable behaviour. When we refer to an
organisation’s structures we mean the different parts and processes that make it work – the
roles people have, systems within which they work, where authority is located, and how
meetings are organised and used.
The Women Take Part typology, or model, of organisations’ journeys was developed and
tested. It was drawn from the following sources:

• a typology of citizenship
• the Take Part Network National Framework for Active Citizenship Learning
Organisational journeys: a typology
Level 0
• Our organisation treats everyone the same
Level 1
• We recognise that there is a disparity between men and women in our organisation
Level 2
• We recognise issues of gender inequality in our organisation and are willing to do
something about it
Level 3
• We are changing our structures and policies to actively encourage women to take part
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The WTP research aimed to test out the typology, using an initial survey and a sample of
follow-up interviews; the purpose of the initial survey was to gain a snapshot of those
organisations’ positions on gender and women’s participation. It examined whether they
recognise issues around gender, how seriously they take these issues and whether they are
doing anything to increase women’s participation, including that of underrepresented
women, both within their organisations and in their external work. It was emailed to a cross
section of 30 civic/civil/government and non-government/local, regional and national
organisations, eliciting 22 responses.
Survey respondents were asked which of four statements best describe their organisation’s
approach to gender equalities and women’s participation in their organisations. (One
organisation did not respond to this question, figures for the remaining 21 are given in brackets.)
We are
changing our structures and
policies to actively encourage
women to take part

We
recognise issues of
gender inequality in
our organisation and are
willing to do something
about it

Our
organisation treats
everyone the same

Level 3
(2), 9%

Level 0
(4), 18%

We
recognise that there
is a disparity between
men and women in our
organisation

Level 1
(4), 18%
Level 2
(11), 50%

The purpose of the interviews was to interrogate the responses to the survey and gain
more qualitative and in-depth information for the four steps of the typology, based on
people’s experiences. 17 of the original 22 civic/civil/government and non-government
organisations were approached for in-depth interviews and 12 responded.
It clarifies the relationships between organisational values, culture, attitudes and action on
gender equalities. The research has generated a set of characteristics which can help break
down the four steps of the typology/journey. We are mindful of potential contradictions
between some of the characteristics, as they have emerged from organisations self selecting
the appropriate step of the typology and then providing their own rationale for their
selection. It is clear that more work needs to be carried out to refine the characteristics
further, as well as to investigate its relevance for other equality groups. It could form the
basis for planning around organisational change.
The typology appears to have merit in relation to understanding and making sense of
the varied approaches different organisations take to gender equality.
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The characteristics of the four levels are outlined below:
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Level 0
Our organisation treats
everyone the same

Organisations
• Involve women but their role in the organisation is incidental and not seen as an issue
• Recognise women’s unequal position in governance structures generally, but resist taking positive
action to address it
• Misinterpret the legal position on positive action
• Accept gender stereotyped roles
• Take an individual rather than a targeted approach
• Lack knowledge about why women occupy unequal positions and tend to make assumptions,
particularly about black and minority ethnic women
• Involve women at lower levels of the organisation

Level 1
Our organisation
recognises there is a
disparity between
men and women in
our organisation

Organisations
• Do not encourage debate and challenge around gender issues
• Recognise that particular styles of working can benefit women
• Offer limited concessions for women, mainly when additional resources can be secured
• Operate subtle sexism and women often feel isolated
• Lack of disaggregated information and do not track women’s participation in the organisation
• Do not understand why there is a disparity between men and women in the organisation
• Do not have an organisational stance on gender

Level 2
Our organisation recognises issues of gender inequality and
we are willing to do something about it

Inward looking – organisations
• Work to increase women’s employment in the organisation
• Work to increase women’s participation in their governance
• Work to involve black and minority ethnic women in employment and governance
• Recognise ‘gender’ as a key strand of equalities
• Recognise the significance of role models

Level 3
Our organisation is changing its structures and
policies to actively encourage women to take part

Organisational self-assessment within Women Take Part typology

characteristics

Organisations
• Recognise and understand wider agendas that exclude black and minority ethnic women
• Are aware of gaps in data and knowledge and take action to address this
• Know the religious and cultural context of particular groups of women and take action
• Understand women’s position and have a pro-active commitment to changing structures, policies
and cultures to address this
• Encourage positive action to improve women’s position such as spaces and resources specifically
for women’s development
• Set targets, monitor and improve their performance in involving women in management and
governance
• Have outreach strategies in place to target particular groups of women
• Encourage role models of black and minority ethnic women in senior management and governance
positions
• Encourage women, including black and minority ethnic women, to participate at every level and
influence decisions

Outward looking – organisations
• Work to ensure that women are represented
• Develop and disseminate good practice
• Support and develop women’s networks and forums
• Monitor and research women’s participation
• Collaborate with women’s sector organisations
• Target funding
• Work specifically to increase black and minority ethnic women’s participation
However:
• There is lack of knowledge specific to black and minority ethnic women’s participation
• Measures taken to increase women’s participation are not far reaching enough, there is not enough
effective targeting and the approaches are not systematic within organisations
• Organisations in this category tend to take a generic approach and it is left to individual women to
pursue equality
• Demand for delivery is prioritised above developing equalities structures

However:
• Women who get involved are still faced with adversity, stemming from male dominance and
bureaucracy, and it takes a lot of ongoing support to keep them there

Issues and challenges
The characteristics of the steps are drawn from information provided by respondents who
took part in the research. As with any research, the responses may vary depending on who
within an organisation is interviewed, and their own individual perspectives on structural
inequalities, and gender in particular. It would be interesting to validate these responses with
women within these organisations, checking out perception versus reality. The focus groups
and other research, raises issues around intended and unintended types of gender
discrimination, including difficulties for women in raising issues and challenging the status
quo, and consequently being positioned as ‘difficult’.
The organisations and structures ‘interviewed’ range from a small voluntary sector
organisation with a particular equality focus, through to large government departments and
national voluntary organisations. This range represents a hierarchy of interests and
resources; some of those interviewed clearly have a much bigger role to play in reducing
blockages and encouraging cultures and attitudes supportive of women’s – and
underrepresented women’s – further involvement and engagement. One small voluntary
organisation which positioned themselves at Level 3 on the typology were clear about their
own agenda regarding increasing the involvement of women in their own organisation, and in
the public realm, yet their interview focused mainly on the barriers and attitudes of existing
structures and mechanisms which serve to frustrate their attempts to change the situation.
A significant finding refers to levels of knowledge around positive action in volunteering and
board member recruitment. A common theme from interviews is that organisations are
unable to target specific groups of people as this is perceived to be counter to equalities
legislation. This often leads to the situation where organisations treat everybody the same in
a ‘gender neutral’ way. This could be seen as an ‘even-handed’ approach which on the
surface seems fair and responsible. However, such an approach often leads to reinforcement
of current levels and patterns of involvement and engagement. Recent evidence highlights
the need for organisations and structures to change how they do things if they want
different types of people to become involved. The evidence shows that, even if women do
‘get into’ various governance structures, they still often experience the ‘zapper effect’ or the
‘concrete ceiling’: not feeling equal, frustrated by the way ‘business’ is conducted, feeling
knocked back or just not taken into account.
Taking part in the research has lead to some of the respondents starting to re-think their
approach to gender equalities; this is most prevalent in those organisations that positioned
themselves at Level 0 or Level 1. Interestingly, there has been no mention of the Gender
Equality Duty in any of the organisational interviews. Clearly there needs to be more
research into the impact of this policy on public agencies.
The Councillors Commission stated that just changing rules and structures doesn’t
necessarily change the attitudes and behaviour of those organisations which control the
demand for women in governance positions. According to research of local authorities,
women leaders can shift the culture of organisations18, offering effective leadership which
18 Broussine and Fox, Gender isn’t an issue; case studies of exemplary practice in promoting gender equality and
diversity in local government, Bristol Business School, UWE
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then can lead to critical review and dialogue with the organisation. However, there is no
ready made ‘toolkit’.
The following organisational snap shots emerged from research on the organisational
typology:
Association of Muslim Governors – success in providing role models on
Muslim Women School Governors
The Association of Muslim Governors (AMG) was established in 2003 with support
from MP Stephen Timms, Chief Secretary to the Treasury to address the issues facing
young Muslims in supplementary schools and to make schools more representative of
the Muslim community. AMG does a lot of work with local authorities and local
mosques.
A lot of young Muslim women have often only tended to get involved in schools when
there are problems, but it is recognised that they have great strengths when it comes to
education and the AMG needs to reach out to them:
‘You can’t claim to be putting forward Muslim representatives without women, Muslim
women understand education.’
And:
‘Now we have role models of young Muslim women and they go out and talk to community
groups.’
The last five school governors AMG attracted are under 30 and a mix of young parents
and young professionals. AMG sets up forums so that they understand the process and
can present their case, including: the legal case, resources, budget and curriculum.
Training is also provided for in negotiation skills and how to deal with various issues.
www.muslimgovernors.org
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School Governors’ One-Stop Shop – successfully recruiting women
The School Governors’ One-Stop Shop (SGOSS) recruits governor volunteers for state
schools in all 150 local authorities in England. It adds value by recruiting from employers
across the public, private and voluntary sectors, and has successfully encouraged many
women, young people and those from black and minority ethnic groups to come
forward. The SGOSS Board is a mix of men and women and in the company itself 8 of
the 17 staff are female, including the Deputy Chief Executive.
SGOSS promotes its services and the need for governor volunteers through door-todoor mail outs, local radio, newspaper articles, conferences, exhibitions, Chambers of
Commerce, CBI, the Institute of Directors, individual employers and their representative
organisations. SGOSS also works in partnership with local authorities and schools to try
and achieve appropriate representation.

• On a National basis the split between total male and female volunteers recruited by

SGOSS is currently 49/51 and the split of minority ethnic19 volunteers is 1510 female
(51%) and 1457 male (49%)
www.sgoss.org.uk/home

19 Using categorizations provided by the DCSF, i.e. White Mixed, Asian or Asian British, Black or Black British, Chinese
or other ethnic group and their sub-sets
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Operation Black Vote – successful shadowing schemes
Operation Black Vote’s (OBV) comprehensive programme of activities promotes political
education, participation and representation. OBV campaigns for a fair, just and inclusive
democracy that allows black and other minority ethnic individuals to fulfil their social and
economic potential, which in turn, enhances British society.
Among its various empowerment projects and programmes are the award-winning
shadowing schemes which provide opportunities for BME individuals to:

• Gain thorough knowledge of the work of a Magistrate, MP or Councillor.
• Use the knowledge to raise awareness among local communities.
• Inspire the interest of others.
Operation Black Vote works in partnership with councils and central government
departments and in collaboration with private and voluntary sector BME networks. In
areas where BME people are harder to reach, OBV works with local groups and the
media to circulate information and raise awareness of its schemes. In terms of selection
for the shadowing schemes, OBV takes into account the gender disparity in decision
making positions. While more men apply to the MP scheme, the response ratio for the
magistrates’ scheme is generally higher for women. The results of this process are clear:

• Over 250 individuals have participated on the Magistrates Shadowing Scheme, 60%70% are women.

• 30 individuals appointed as Magistrates from the scheme – 70–80% are women.
The successful MP Shadowing Scheme has produced 3 BME women councillors, and two
women graduates stood at the last general election.
Operation Black Vote profiles leading black and minority ethnic women on the website
and in the news magazine, including, Anna Man Lo (first Chinese Parliamentarian in NI),
Baroness Warsi, and Shirley Marshall, Bristol’s first black woman councillor, to inform
and inspire others.
www.obv.org.uk
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Sunderland Back on the Map (New Deal for Communities) – positive action
to increase the representation of women in senior management and
increasing diversity in governance and operations
Back on the Map (BOTM) senior management team was dominated by men until positive
action was taken to recruit women at senior level.
“Over the last few years we have done simple things to improve women’s equality in the
senior management team. There is now 50-50 men and women, this is significant because
posts don’t come up very often.”
The board of BOTM is made up of agencies and residents are 60% men and 40% women
and both of the voluntary sector representatives are women. The board has a good
proportion of women and older women. There is a history of community activism in the
area and it has not been difficult to attract women to stand for the board. Until recently
there was one Bangladeshi woman on the board and BOTM are interviewing another
Bangladeshi woman as a co-optee. Bangladeshis make up 12% of the neighbourhood and
invitations are sent out to the mosques.
BOTM has an equality and diversity policy that covers staff, the board, engagement and
services, etc. Back on the Map provide translation, an accessible website and participate
in key religious festivals. There are no specialist resources to implement the equality and
diversity policy; it is part of corporate policy at the centre of the organisation. Equality
and diversity training is compulsory for board members and Back on the Map engage
with the Equality’s North-East Network.
BOTM are using a ‘community signature’ to map diversity in the neighbourhood.
This tool is licensed and you have to be trained to use it.
“We are mapping in hard to reach groups such as women and men, Gay, Lesbian,
Bi-sexual and Transsexual people it takes some time doing.”
www.backonthemap.org
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Women into Public Life Programme: Tower Hamlets Local Authority
The Women In Public Life Programme has helped more women become interested in
public life and also step forward to take up these roles. Its work included:

• outreach work
• a booklet of inspirational stories of women in public positions
• advice giving about the skills and abilities required for different roles.
The response from local women was enormously positive. Following the outreach work
246 women contacted the Council about becoming more involved in public life. To date,
25 of them have gone on to take up a range of public positions including a non-executive
board member for the PCT, and a number of lay magistrates and school governors and
the council now has more female councillors than before.
The project has also had a wider benefit in building trust with the local voluntary sector
and reaching women from all of the borough’s diverse communities. This has meant that
recent consultation exercises for service development have been able to reach sections
of the community it may previously not have been possible to consult effectively. The
Consultation and Involvement Team have also been invited (and accepted) to sit on the
Steering Group for WITHIN.
Throughout the outreach work, the team were approached by numerous males
expressing an interest in receiving more information on participating in public life. The
popularity and interest was fed into the Democratic Renewal and Engagement Team at
the Council and resulted in a ‘People into Public’ life project developed on the same
principles and themes by Kairen Zonena.
The most recent developments are:

• a new website with a focus on women into public life which was launched at the 2008
International Women’s Day, and

• funding through the Capital Ambition Programme to develop the Women in Public
Life programme.

www.towerhamlets.gov.uk
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6	Women Take Part Framework:
making sense of women’s
experiences of the public domain
This section presents and explains the Women Take Part Framework and
considers its use as a tool to articulate and explain women’s experiences of
the public domain. The research seems to indicate that women’s experience
of public life is generally contained within the top and bottom left hand
quadrants – that is, within structures and organisations that do not actively
encourage or support women’s involvement.
These two journeys can be brought together to form a framework that illustrates the
relationship between women’s development and organisational change. It provides a simple
visible way to understand and articulate women’s experiences of the public domain.

2
Organisational

0

1

Women start to become
involved and find it hard to do so –
struggle with commitments, feel
inadequate, blame themselves, lose
confidence and end up doing the
maintenance tasks rather than
setting priorities

Confident, capable women
who are able to challenge and
create changes – feel valued and
taken account of. Able to achieve
potential and provide energy and
ideas. Able to change the culture

3

1

0

Women’s journeys

Confident capable women feel
frustrated with organisations. They
feel blocked, not taken account of,
unheard and patronised, excluded
from decision making. If they
question things they are labelled as
being ‘difficult’

journeys
2

3
Women start to be more
involved – feel that it is possible to
contribute what they can, feel
supported and welcomed. Information
is offered and is not assumed. They are
offered training and individual
support to do new tasks

• The vertical axis represents women’s journeys from Step 0 to Step 3.
• The horizontal axis represents organisational journeys from Step 0 to Step 3.
• Each quadrant shows the relationship between these and illustrates how women’s

experiences of engagement in the public domain are directly linked to the culture and
practices of structures and organisations.

• The quadrants help to understand why women decide that participation is a waste of
time, when it’s all too time consuming for too little benefit.

The research seems to indicate that women’s experience of public life is generally
contained within the top and bottom left hand quadrants – that is, within structures
and organisations that do not actively encourage or support women’s involvement.
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“I can relate to what I have heard and the impact of gender discrimination direct from a
transgender perspective, my change of gender from male to female and the difference to life/
voice as a woman. Going from an executive male position where I had power and a voice that
was heard to direct experience of the subtle ways of gender discrimination.”
“Public office is being made very difficult – even schools governors now have mountains of
work to do and complicated reports to read. Barriers are going up all the time. Responsibility is
being made more rather than less onerous.”
“Surprises – the speaker confirmed that public appointments can’t happen if you haven’t got
board experience – how will younger women get public appointments if this is the case?”
“The numbers of women on bodies such as NHS boards are falling – because they’re looking
for people with business backgrounds fewer women now meet the specification and their skills
and expertise are under-valued.”
Focus groups with women in governance roles offer the following observations:

• Women’s ideas are often ignored in meetings and only acknowledged, minuted and
discussed when they are repeated by a man.

“Often the straightforward ways are not open to them so they will seek to influence ‘sideways
e.g., make a suggestion that the men pick up on. The suggestion will be given no value when it
is coming from the women. This way of working means that there is no credit for women.”

• No family friendly organisational commitments – timings, time commitment unclear.
“They also expect me to do what they do as if I had the same freedom and time available –
which as a single mother, I don’t.”

• Cultures and ‘normal’ styles of operating – explicitly unwelcoming or just not welcoming.
Women experiences include the following: adversarial, competitive, put down, macho
bullying and personal abuse, discrimination and racism, negative attitudes and behaviours.
“One woman was recently appointed to a quango and there is a fixed allowance of £60 flat
rate for childcare and the actual const of the nursery for two children is £100.”

• Sometimes negative behaviour towards women is perceived as active/intentional and

sometimes as passive/unintentional. However, it’s about the impact such behaviour has
and the attitudes that underpin it, whether intentional and unconscious; women are not
seen as serious or as skilled as men, roles and expectations of women are often
predefined into the ‘caring’ roles.
“A box is created for women in which they are expected to fit and that box is – non aggressive,
compliant – it is a role that is constructed for us and we slot into it whether it is what we want
or not.”

• Women report resistance to change where they are seen as a threat and a challenge to
how things have always been done. Exclusive cliques and men’s networks are cited as
mechanisms to exclude women, where discussions and decisions are made before
meetings.
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“Don’t give you information – you have to find it yourself. They have their own meetings and
don’t tell me about it. They arrange things and you don’t really know about it.”
“You are a threat when you start climbing – they let you come to there (a level), but once you
start going higher, they don’t like that… Men will do what they can, not in an awful way, but in
their own way, to stop you from getting up there.”

• Women feel they have to be more effective and work harder than men to be taken
seriously.

• Jargon and acronyms often make it difficult to understand and comment.
• Men speak longer in meetings and tend to take up more time.
• Bullying behaviour is common in the public sector as well as the voluntary and community
sectors.

“…feeling excluded, patronised, bullied by decision makers…felt this was particularly true for
older women.”

• Women report that motivation for being in governance roles is often different for men
and women.

“Wherever there is a pile, men want to be on top of it, whatever the pile is…”
Does difference make a difference?
Women in the WTP focus groups made the following comments around difference – mainly
with regard to racism, sexism and prejudice based on stereotypes:

• Asian women are often viewed as passive, submissive, compliant, are undervalued and not
taken seriously and, are not seen to have strong opinions.

• Black women are often seen as demanding and over powering.
• Many black and Asian women feel that they have got to try harder than their white or
male counterparts.

These comments reflect some of the many generalisations and stereotypes that exist about
minority ethnic women which underpin the everyday discrimination and racism that they
face. And, as the Seeing Double research20 puts in, “policy makers tend to speak about ethnic
minority women instead of to them. Indeed, ethnic minority women are rarely allowed to speak for
themselves”.

20 Seeing Double: race and gender in ethnic minority women’s lives, Fawcett Society, March 2008
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7	Moving on up: the Women
Take Part Framework as a tool
for change
This section considers the Women Take Part Framework as a tool to:

• map current position, current situations and conditions
• plan future position, prioritising changes that need to be made
The Framework, the indicators and characteristics of the two journeys could be used to
understand current situations and plan for future changes in relation to encouraging women
who are currently underrepresented to become more active, both formally and informally, in
governance structures and other aspects of both civic and civil life.
If the aim is to increase and sustain the numbers of underrepresented women in public life,
then the direction of movement within the Framework has to be towards to the top right
quadrant of the framework. In order for this to occur action needs to be identified to
encourage both underrepresented women and structures/organisations to develop further.

2
Organisational

0

1

Women start to become
involved and find it hard to do so –
struggle with commitments, feel
inadequate, blame themselves, lose
confidence and end up doing the
maintenance tasks rather than
setting priorities

Confident, capable women
who are able to challenge and
create changes – feel valued and
taken account of. Able to achieve
potential and provide energy and
ideas. Able to change the culture

3

1

0

Women’s journeys

Confident capable women feel
frustrated with organisations. They
feel blocked, not taken account of,
unheard and patronised, excluded
from decision making. If they
question things they are labelled as
being ‘difficult’

journeys
2

3
Women start to be more
involved – feel that it is possible to
contribute what they can, feel
supported and welcomed. Information
is offered and is not assumed. They are
offered training and individual
support to do new tasks

Empowered
women

Women’s critical
engagement

To summarise, increasing the number of ‘empowered’ women and ‘empowering’
organisations and structures is more likely lead to an increase in women’s critical
engagement in the public domain.

Empowering
structures

Diagram reproduced with the permission of ‘changes’
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It is not enough to ‘capacity build’ women or to
see women as deficient in some way ……if only
they were more confident, knowledgeable,
skilled…. Ely and Myerson state that we need
to go further than the traditional approaches of
‘fix the women; create equal opportunity; and
celebrate the feminine’, acknowledge that ‘gender’ is
a central organising feature of social life and that
we can ‘take risks, learn new ways, experiment
and….invent a different kind of organisation’.

“…few people think about the fact that Western models for organizing and doing work were
created by and for a certain subset of men—white, middle-class professionals—or consider
how this might not only limit who progresses but also constrain our very sense of what
organizations are and what they can accomplish. This aspect of the “white male power
structure” is invisible to most people. It’s just the way things are, like water to a fish or the air
we breathe. What’s to notice? What’s to change?”21
Using the Framework …for women
As individuals and groups, women may find the Framework useful for the following purposes:

• As a prompt for discussion and debate; for women to share experiences of the public
domain

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

To share strategies for personal change and organisational change
To monitor and evaluate their own journeys
To monitor and evaluate the contexts/organisations within which they operate
To identify external factors which affect their own journeys
To develop mentoring strategies
To identify what is needed in order continue on their journeys
To help keep direction and focus; a checklist of progress
To plan work with women around journeys

Using the Framework …for agencies and organisations
Organisations and agencies may find the Framework useful for the following purposes:

•
•
•
•
•
•

As a prompt for discussion and debate within the organisation
To monitor and evaluate the readiness of the organisation
To identify good and poor equalities practice in the organisation
To identify what the organisation needs in order continue its journey
To consult on and plan future priorities and actions
To help keep direction and focus; a checklist of progress

21 Women Leaders and Organizational Change, Robin J. Ely and Stanford University’s Debra E. Meyerson, in The
Difference “Difference” Makes, edited by Debra L. Rhode. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003
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8 Moving on up: research
recommendations
Recommendation one: build on this research

• Develop and pilot the WTP framework as a resource/toolkit for change for women and
organisations.

	“Develop the (WTP) model into a toolkit for step-by-step implementation according to needs of
women in the organisation and external stakeholders. Link as an audit tool to the performance
assessment framework as a means of holding to account using the framework levels to ensure
levels of engagement are appropriate to need and able to track progress over time.”

• Use the WTP framework to develop good practice case studies.
• Promote and support the WTP Framework as a tool for change.
• Investigate the relevance of the WTP framework for other underrepresented groups.
Recommendation two: bring together initiatives that offer relevant learning,
support and development to agree a useful way forward.
Recommendation three: address the issue of resources for learning, support and
development for women’s journeys.
Recommendation four: broker networking between women’s organisations and
democratic structures and processes.
Recommendation five: clarify and disseminate the legal position for
organisations on promoting gender equality within civil and civic governance
roles.
Recommendation six: broker dialogue with public agencies and VCS
organisations around gender, fairness and positive action.
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Appendix one: Civil participation
and civic engagement
“Civil participation is people getting involved with each other to pursue their own
goals and interests. It includes participation in residents associations, sports clubs, faith
groups, etc.”
“Civil participation, even for fun, is socially valuable in its own right. It contributes to
wider goals of social inclusion and solidarity, whether or not it leads to political
engagement. It is through voluntary associations in civil society that social capital is
generated and mobilised, strengthening relationships between citizens, developing a
sense of connectedness and fostering norms of trust and reciprocity. ”
(NCVO 2005)22
Civic engagement is people connecting with, and contributing to, the development of
policies and governance; where citizens/people, policy makers, service deliverers and
politicians engage in the process of governance. This could be through user panels,
citizens’ juries, citizen governors, non-executive board members, advisory groups, etc.
“Civic engagement involves public participation in the process of governance, and the
development of active and empowered communities which facilitate policy-making.”
(Whiteley 2004).
(Take Part National Learning Framework for Active Learning for Active Citizenship
2006)
The following diagram shows the connections between individual and collective actions, and
formal and informal engagement (NCVO 2005).

22 Jochum, Pratten and Wilding, Civil renewal and active citizenship a guide to the debate, NCVO 2005
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Collective action
Taking part in
a demonstration

Making links with
decision-makers
Being a member of
a tenants’ association

Being involved
in local politics

Campaigning
and lobbying
Trusteeship

Informal
engagement

Volunteering

Making certain
consumer choices

Attending a meeting, providing
support by being there
Taking the neighbour’s
dog for a walk
Making a donation
Individual action
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Being a school
governor

Training and skills/knowledge/
experience sharing
Voting

Formal
engagement

Appendix two: Research
methodology
The research made use of the following investigative methods:

Literature searches and internet searches
Existing models and theoretical frameworks

• The Four Essential Ingredients: a model for working towards Leadership, Participation and
Involvement23
• Take Part Network National Framework for Active Citizenship Learning24
• Citizenship Typology25
Reference group
To bring together women who are ‘in the know’ and have a history of working on issues of
gender and inequality in the public realm:

• To position this particular project in a wider frame of reference in relation to gender,
•
•
•
•

power and politics.
To explore different ideas, experiences and approaches around gender, power and
involvement.
To be a point of reference for sharing information from wider consultations and events
To help maintain the focus of the project and ensure a broad-based and thorough
approach
To ensure wider ownership of the work of the project

Nine women from a range of women’s organisations (including Oxfam, National Muslim
Women’s Network, Manchester Metropolitan University’s Gender and Participation Unit,
Fatima Women’s Network, Centre for Women and Democracy) attended one meeting and
took part in email correspondence on an ongoing basis
Focus groups

• Manchester Metropolitan University Gender and Participation Unit26
• South West Foundation27
• Participants from the Impact course28 took part in a focus group about women’s journeys.
23 See ‘Women, Leadership, Participation and Involvement Report’ at www.bct.org.uk
24 Take Part Learning Framework for Active Citizenship Learning www.takepart.org
25 Westheimer, J. and Kahne, J. (2004) What kind of citizen? The politics of educating for democracy, American
Educational Research Journal, Vol. 41, No. 2, pp. 237–269
26 Women in Governance Focus Group report – available at www.changesuk.net
27 Impact evaluation report available at www.changesuk.net
28 Impact evaluation report available at www.changesuk.net
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Interviews

• Organisation interviews – see full report on organisations research29
• Women’s learning interviews – see full report on learning, support and development30
Structured conversations
During the course of the research many conversations took place with many people from
the following types of organisations:

•
•
•
•
•
•

educational providers
trade unions
national networks for professional women
government departments
voluntary and community groups
national and international NGOs with interests in gender and equality issues

• …plus interested individuals
Inviting commentary

• The model of women’s journeys was sent to 45 women across England for commentary
and reflection upon their own journeys to community and public life

• These women came from the WTP reference Group, Focus Groups, organisations that
provide learning, support and development to women and women’s projects

Surveys

• Survey Monkey31 questionnaire for organisations – see full report on organisations
research

• Survey Monkey questionnaire on action points32 : an online survey was developed

specifically to elicit thoughts and comments around what action could be taken to make
the necessary changes regarding women becoming more active and influential in the public
domain

Research event33
To build on the findings from the research, Women Take Part held a consultation event in
Birmingham in May 2008. The overall purpose of the event was to bring together the
learning to date, both in terms of what organisations need to be doing to ‘recruit’ and
encourage more women, as well as the learning around ‘learning programmes/approaches’.
The intention was to provide an opportunity for dialogue from both ‘sides’ and explore
29
30
31
32
33

Women Take Part; research on organisations and structures report – available at www.changesuk.net
Women Take Part; Learning Support and Development report – available at www.changesuk.net
Survey Monkey is an online questionnaire resource www.surveymonkey.com
‘Action and Changes’: Survey Monkey summary of responses can be found at www.changesuk.net
Women Take Part Research Event Report available at www.changesuk.net
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different aspects of what needs to happen to increase the numbers of women involved in
governance and decision making at all levels
The event was aimed at people:

•
•
•
•
•

involved in delivering learning programmes
from organisations that recruit people into governance positions
who may be in a position to commit resources to relevant programmes and initiatives
who were in some way involved in the research
who are committed to seeing more women in governance and decision making positions

The event was deliberately aimed at both men and women and we distributed the
information through a wide range of networks – local, regional and national – covering both
the statutory, voluntary and community sectors. There was an overwhelming interest and
we were heavily oversubscribed, with requests to hold similar events in the future. The
majority of those who attended were women, from a range of organisations, both statutory
and voluntary. While there was generally a good mix of participants from different sectors,
different backgrounds and with different interests, some key agencies concerned with
governance issues did not attend.
These research methods were used in the following ways:
Organisational research: existing frameworks, online survey and interviews
Women’s journeys: existing frameworks, focus groups, interviews, online survey,
structured conversations, inviting commentary, research event
Learning, support and development: interviews, snowball sampling, surveys, structured
conversations, internet searches
Women Take Part Framework: focus groups, interviews, structured conversations,
research event, online survey
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Alternative formats:
We will consider any requests for alternative formats that may be required.
Please send your request to:
Government Equalities Office
Zone G10 5th Floor
Eland House
Bressenden Place
London SW1E 5DU
Email: enquiries@geo.gsi.gov.uk
The document can be accessed online at www.equalities.gov.uk

