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Abstract

In the early 1980s, feminist councillors and the women's movement pushed for the
establishment of structured provision in UK local government to address the issue of
women's equality. Women's initiatives were set up by a small number of Labour
controlled councils. At the height of their activities in 1987 there were 45 Women's
Committees, by 1995 only 9 remained (Halford 1988). A central question of this thesis
was to examine why the delivery of equal opportunities for women was changing and
what form the new initiatives were taking.

The wider significance of studying the political activity of women's initiatives relates to
the development of a new approach to women's equality delivery. Previous approaches
can be classified as a legislative approach, based on the principle of equal treatment,
and a positive action approach, which foregrounds women's material and social
oppression. The new approach promoted, most notably, by the European Union argues
for the need to 'mainstream' the work of equality practitioners so that every member of
an organisation routinely and systematically adopts a 'gender perspective' in their work.
A focus on gendered differences, rather than on women, aims to provide a more
inclusive agenda which will appeal to a wider number of policy-makers, businesses and
citizens. The second main thrust of this thesis was to explore the development of a
mainstreaming approach to equality delivery in the UK. It contrasts UK practice to that
advocated by the European initiative, and also begins to theorise the concept of
mainstreaming in terms of feminist, organisational and sociological theory. Using a
new concept of the 'equality stool' to describe the historical development of equality
practice, the thesis attempts to explain why practitioners in the UK local government
have been averse to a mainstreaming approach.

The thesis used qualitative methodology and a case study design to examine, in depth,
the experience of women practitioners in three local authorities, over the last 20 years.
It reports on practitioners' attitudes and opinions and makes the links between their
views of the world, and the actions and events which they have described.

The thesis has three main findings. First, that past practice holds important insights for
the development of a mainstreaming approach in the UK and European member states.
Second, that mainstreaming in the UK has been developed for different reasons and
from different perspectives than those of the European initiative. Third, that women's
equality practice can be seen as a strategy of embodiment, which demands that
individuals transform themselves into gender aware actors. Women practitioners'
underlying purpose has been to challenge the gendered conception of women's roles at
work and in society.

The findings are used to construct a table of prerequisites (organised according to
Connell's 1987 gender order) which UK practitioners have identified as important for a
mainstreaming approach to be successful. These prerequisites suggest that the
development of a structured women's equality initiative may be a crucial first step
before a mainstreaming strategy can be pursued.
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Introduction

This thesis examines the delivery of women's equality policies through the
bureaucracies of British local government. It focuses on the practice of women's
initiatives. These were institutional structures, which had a remit and resources to
tackle women's inequality in local authority workforces and the constituency at large.
They had been set up through the efforts of feminist councillors and the women's
movement in a small number of Labour controlled authorities in the early 1980s.
When the research started the number of women's initiatives was dwindling. At the
height of town hall feminism in 1987 there were 45 initiatives, by 1995 only 9
remained as discrete women's structures (Halford 1988). There had been a trend
towards merging women's equality agendas with other agendas around discrimination
such as race, disability and poverty. Some initiatives had been closed in favour of a
corporate commitment to equality, which made equality a business objective for every
member of the authority. A central research question of this thesis was therefore to
examine why the delivery of equal opportunities for women was changing and what

form the new initiatives were taking.

The wider significance of studying the activities of women's initiatives related to the
development of a new approach to equal opportunities delivery, which was beginning
to be discussed by European policy makers in 1995. In recognition that almost 40
years after the signing of the founding Treaty of Rome yawning gaps in pay, in
employment opportunities and in access to decision making bodies still existed
between the sexes the European Commission was arguing that:

The full and complete involvement of women and men on an equal footing in
political, economic, social and cultural affairs ... is a crucial challenge for the
future (EC undated).



It identified that resolution of inequality would 'require the mobilisation of all general
policies and measures' in the pursuit of the principle of "mainstreaming" (EC
undated). 'Mainstreaming gender equality' aimed to go beyond existing approaches to
equal opportunities delivery and to avoid their mistakes. By 1995, the language had
been adopted by practitioners in the UK and in some cases was being applied to the
practice of women's initiatives. However it appeared to be a very fuzzy concept.
Women's equality practitioners were sceptical that the concept was transformatory.
They saw it as a cynical attempt to remove a specialist focus on women's oppression.
In aiming to examine the change to women's initiatives, the thesis became focused on
this emerging mainstreaming agenda. It has explored the theoretical basis for
mainstreaming produced by the European Union, and has examined the context and

the form of its implementation in English local government.

There were a number of difficulties piecing together the attitudes, principles and
actions of practitioners that had brought about the shift in practice. First, there were
significant gaps in knowledge about the delivery of women's equality policies.
Literature addressing the early period of feminist activity in the state was written in
the most part by participants. These accounts were parochial and aimed to defend and
justify the need for women's initiatives to an audience in the local government sector
and also in the women's movement. There was no synthesis explaining all the aspects
of feminist practice. Second, contemporary changes had gone unrecorded. There were
very few independent commentaries on the mainstreaming approach of the European
Union and only very few updated accounts of women's practice in the UK in the

1990s.

The research objectives of the thesis were therefore twofold. To provide new
empirical evidence to describe past and present practice to deliver women's equality
and to theorise the changes with reference to the emerging mainstreaming approach.

The core research questions can be summarised as follows:

e How are women’s equality practitioners currently operating in local government

bureaucracies, in comparison to their earlier strategies and practice?



e How do practitioners explain the shift from a women-centred approach to a generic
approach to equal opportunities?

e What is the perceived usefulness of the concept of ‘mainstreaming equality’ as a
practical strategy?

e How have practitioners conceptualised mainstreaming? Does it suggest a new way of

understanding and implementing equal opportunities for women?

Three bodies of academic literature - sociological, feminist and organisational theory -
which have addressed women’s position and participation in the public sphere, have
provided the theoretical framework for the thesis. Sociological literature has addressed
the socio-economic circumstances of women, focusing on how their domestic
responsibilities shape their experience of paid employment. Numerous studies have
documented women's structural and occupational segregation and the ways in which this
has been influenced by stereotyped views of women's role in society as mothers and
carers. On a micro level, studies of the workplace have revealed how subjective
perceptions, expectations about behaviour, dress, personal capabilities and aspirations
have a gendered subtext. These have been shown to contribute to gendered cultures that
hold women back from promotion to positions of authority as effectively as material
disadvantages. Women's initiatives developed strategies to change both structural and
subjective barriers to women's equality. They were most successful building up
acceptance for women's rights on an organisational level since changing women's
material disadvantage and domestic responsibility required funding and political will that

was never at their disposal.

Personnel managers and organisational theorists have written extensively on how to
facilitate change in organisational workplaces. Feminists have accused organisational
theory of bolstering gender blind arrangements by uncritically endorsing current
management practice. Although much of this literature aims to improve business
efficiency rather than social justice, it closely describes the contemporary policy making
process and identifies difficulties in its implementation. This literature provided the
context in which to examine the implementation of equal opportunities polices, which

was a central focus of the work of women's initiatives.



Feminist theorists have responded ambivalently to the attempt of feminist councillors to
engage with and to subvert the formal relations of power from within state institutions.
Radical feminists have chosen to separate their activities and frames of reference from
everyday social arrangements because they are perceived to be designed by men to serve
men’s interests. Socialist-feminists, influenced by this view point, have therefore debated
the pros and cons of remaining on the outside. Discussion about the risk of co-option by a
male dominated political elite has centred on the need to create alternative forms of
organisation within formal state structures. Many women’s officers have tried to achieve
this. In practical terms it is a difficult position to maintain since it relies on a constant
process of negotiation of the interface between the unit and the bureaucracy (Edwards
1995). Feminist theory has reported the barriers of marginalisation and victimisation
faced by women’s separatist politics. It has also explored women’s relationship with
other women, examining mechanisms for support and also the problems caused by

recognising women’s difference.

The need to address the differences between women has posed a dilemma for feminist
politics. Acknowledging the huge diversity of women’s aspirations and abilities
undermines the existence of a common experience of oppression under an all-powerful
patriarchy. This in turn weakens the possibilities for unified political action.
Developments in postmodern theory have suggested ways to resolve this dilemma.
Feminist theorists have focused on the dualism of gender itself and argued that the
concepts of man and woman, and the sexual natures attached to these genders, have no
material reality. They are social constructs that throw artificial boundaries around an
individual’s thoughts and actions. Women can therefore unite around an argument to rid
social arrangements of these constructs and by doing so radically alter the priorities and
material arrangements of everyday life so that tasks are more equally shared between
individuals. This body of literature has informed the discussion of the gender perspective

as part of the European mainstreaming approach.

The research questions which this thesis explored, called for the use of a qualitative
methodology to provide detail in depth and breadth and to allow the attitudes, perceptions
and beliefs of women's practitioners to emerge. The thesis does not aim to provide a
factual account of women's equality practice, but to explore how practitioners’ attitudes

have shaped their actions and events. A case study approach was chosen as the most



appropriate design to provide a holistic picture of past and present practice. The multiple
forms of evidence collected using this approach provided more opportunities to
substantiate practitioners’ observations with other forms of supporting evidence, although
in some cases this was not possible. The nature and form of women's initiatives, based in
individual organisations each with their own set of arrangements, cultures and
hierarchies, made them an ideal unit for case study analysis. Three case studies were
carried out in authorities in England, which had established women's initiatives in the
1980s and were undergoing change to a different style of delivery when the fieldwork
was carried out. A fourth mini case study was undertaken to examine the archived record
of the first women's initiative to be set up in British local government. This examination

provided more primary data to describe the early practice’.

The findings of the thesis are both empirical and theoretical. They represent a
contribution to new knowledge in the area of women's equality practice in the British
local state. The thesis synthesises the existing accounts with new empirical data to
provide a very detailed and holistic description of past and contemporary practice. This
description reveals that the changes made to the form of the delivery of equal
opportunities for women cannot be adequately explained as the result of patriarchal
power. It appears that as feminists began to engage in significant programmes of activity,
they pragmatically adjusted their principles in order to secure concrete outcomes. Part of
this adjustment included the development of an ‘unofficial’ version of mainstreaming in
the early 1990s, which contrasts with the approach promoted by the European Union in
1995. Both approaches had arisen from the experience of the women’s movement but
significantly the European definition put its emphasis on the development of a gender
perspective in all bureaucratic activity. The thesis reconceptualises the historical
development of equal opportunities to suggest why UK practitioners were averse to using
this gender perspective. The three case study reports represent an important contribution.
They supply new examples of empirical practice, which contain useful insights for the
development of future practice. Analysis of these experiences has shown that the
underlying objective of women’s officers in local authorities has been to encourage their
bureaucratic colleagues to adopt an embodied understanding of their practice, so that they

are aware of their whole lived experience and how this impacts on their decisions and

! A research award from the Paul Nunn Memorial Trust enabled me to undertake this study.



actions at work. This embodied position can be described as a gender aware position - the

adoption of a gender perspective.

The thesis is divided into 8 further chapters. Chapter 2 provides a historical overview of
the development of women’s initiatives in British local government during the 1980s.
This period was characterised by relative stability and growth in their activities. The
archive material of the first women’s initiative set up by the Greater London Council is
included here. Chapter 3 brings this account up to date. It reviews the small number of
reports written in the 1990s which describe the re-structuring, and down grading of the
majority of initiatives. The shift to a generic style of delivery is explored along with the
‘unofficial’ version of mainstreaming. This contemporary practice is put in the context of
developments in feminist theory, which were calling for a different conceptualisation of
men’s power as fragmented, circumstantial and contradictory rather than as universally
oppressive. This analysis implicitly supported a different style of practice. The chapter
goes on to explore the definition of mainstreaming put forward by the European Union,
describing the gender perspective and identifying why the approach has been called
transformatory. Using a new notion of an ‘equality stool’ to reconceptualise the historical
development of equal opportunities practice, the chapter concludes by suggesting why

British practitioners insist on retaining a focus on women and the use of positive action.

The methodological approach and methods which have been adopted to explore the
research questions are described in Chapter 4. It gives an account of the choice of a case
study research design and the process of data collection, which was necessarily a ‘dirty’
business (Punch 1986). The chapter explores the ethical dilemmas arising during the
fieldwork process, and deals with issues such as the role of the researcher. It concludes
by reviewing the nature of the data which could be collected, and discusses the
difficulties of validation and partial and biased disclosure. The following three chapters
describe the experience of each of the case studies in turn. They follow a similar format,
based on the case study template that was designed to guide the collection of data (see
Appendix 1). The different types of participants and documentary evidence which has
been collected in each case have meant that case study reports have emphasised the
importance of different aspects of the template. The case study chapters are mainly
descriptive. The analysis included in them is directed at exploring the nature of the

processes at work.



The full analysis and theoretical understanding of the empirical data from all three cases
is combined in Chapter 8. Connell’s (1987) concept of a ‘gender order’ is the guiding
framework for the analysis of the shift in past and present practice. This is supplemented
by the work of Acker (1992) and Colgan and Ledwith (1996) in order to gain a greater
understanding of the structure of ‘cathexis’, which deals with the personal interaction
between actors operating in the gender order. Finally, Chapter 9 summarises the central
issues and findings of the thesis and suggests a set of conditions identified by the case
study experience, which need to be in place before mainstreaming a gender perspective in

UK local government can be successfully delivered.



Historical Accounts of Women’s Equality Practice

This chapter gives a historical account of women’s initiatives in local government from
their first appearance in 1982 up until the end of the 1980s. This was a period of relative
stability and growth in their activities, and of the sector as a whole. The account describes
the structure and frequency of initiatives, their local political circumstances, and their
policy agenda. The feminist agenda was very different from traditional local government
agendas. It extended the traditional range of policy issues and challenged the form of
organisational arrangements. Each aspect is examined in turn. The account is based on
the existing literature' and also on archival material produced by the first Women's
Committee. This archival material has not been interrogated before. It provides a detailed
picture of how women’s initiatives operated at a practical level and deepens our
understanding of the organisational structures they pioneered. The aim of the first section

is to provide a picture of what early women’s initiatives looked like.

Structure and frequency of women’s initiatives

Women’s initiatives are a form of public service provision which has primarily been
developed at the level of local government. They aim to actively promote the interests
and welfare of women. Women’s initiatives are different from equal opportunities

policies that aim to ensure organisational compliance with the Sex Discrimination Act

! There are a finite number of accounts of women’s political practice in UK local government, they are as
follows: Button 1984, Brownill & Halford 1990, Halford & Duncan 1991, Edwards 1988 1989 1990 1995°
1995°, Flannery & Roleofs 1983, Gelb 1986 1989, Goss 1984 1989, Halford 1988 1992, Harriss 1989,
Little 1994, Lovenduski & Randell 1993, Parkin 1992, Perrigo 1986, Randall 1992, Riley 1990, Wilson
with Weir 1987. To avoid repetition I refer to these authors throughout the thesis interchangeably as ‘the
literature’ or ‘practitioners’. Where only one author has expressed a certain view, I have cited them
separately by name.



(1975). First, their policy agenda goes beyond minimum legal requirements; it promotes
greater social equality. Second, their delivery of this agenda has been via new political
and organisational structures. As there is no statutory duty on national or local
government to tackle the issue of women’s inequality, and hence no extra funding

available, this provision has been undertaken by a minority of local councils.

Councils that established structured provision tacitly accepted that women occupy a
subordinate economic and social position in society, which it is the state’s responsibility
to redress”. This undertaking has been made by left wing parties at a local level, in the
absence of national party backing. Fewer than 25% of all local Labour Parties and one
recorded example of a Social Democrat Party have sponsored the establishment of a
women’s initiative (Halford & Duncan 1991). Even within these Councils, the
membership has not been uniformly in support of the provision. Setting up women’s
initiatives has been a contentious political commitment. The strategy has always been

hotly debated.

The arguments for structured provision originated from a determined handful of socialist
feminists working within local Labour Parties (Goss 1989). In the climate of political
radicalism of the 1960s feminists had addressed their demands to the state by
campaigning as members of the Women’s Liberation Movement. The women who set up
the first women’s initiatives were doing something different. They had moved their
energies from grass-root activities to stand as elected members. Socialist-feminists in the
Greater London Council (GLC) led the way. They pioneered the use of political
committees to formalise the Council’s commitment to sex equality (Goss 1984). This
Women's Committee had a revenue budget from which it financed an administrative
support unit and out-reach community workers, as well as a capital budget from which to
develop services for women. The only difference between it and other service committees
was its lack of statutory guidelines, outlining exactly what services it should provide. In

all other ways it conformed to the committee format, with lines of accountability to the

2 Women’s initiatives represent an explicit intervention by the state into local gender relations.



central policy and resources committee and full power of veto over the operations of

other service committees.

The anomaly of having no statutory guidelines prompted the GLC Women's Committee
to formulate its service and policy agenda through a London-wide consultation exercise
with women. It argued for women representatives to be co-opted as committee members
in order that this input could be on going®. The lack of statutory guidelines has been
described by practitioners as an opportunity, but also as an obstacle. The policy vacuum
left women with a clean slate on which to experiment with whatever structures and issues
they liked. However, with no precedent or authority, the accountability and legitimacy of

the initiatives was constantly in question.

The GLC Women's Committee and Women's Support Unit acted as a model for radical
Labour Councils across the capital and subsequently nation-wide. With one or two
exceptions most councils were unable or reluctant to resource their provision to the same
extent as the GLC. Also many initiatives did not receive the same level of political
support. The structural form of Women's Committees has been very diverse between
councils, as a result of local negotiations between socialist-feminists and party members.
The range of different structural forms include women’s full standing committees, like
that of the GLC, and women’s sub committees attached to Personnel Committees or to
central policy making committees and advisory working parties that were non-committee
initiatives (WLAN 1995). Some councils have only been prepared to go as far as
financing officers in the authority administration with no political structure at all. The
form of administrative support has been equally varied, consisting of units with
department status, small policy teams within the hierarchies of other service departments
and Chief Executive Departments and individual women’s equality officers. This
diversity has affected the way this research has been developed and my decision to refer
to ‘women’s initiatives’ rather than Women's Committees or Women's Support Units

specifically.

10



The agenda of most women’s initiatives has addressed two goals: to improve the situation
of women as constituents, and to do the same for women employees of the councils.
Hence they have grant-aided a large number of voluntary sector women’s groups to
provide new services and employment opportunities for women constituents. They have
attempted to address the implicit gender implications of the council’s internal policies
and practices, to find ways of putting ‘their house in order’. In terms of dividing up the
work tasks, women councillors appear to have played a crucial role in setting up the
initiatives and publicising and defending their achievements to the Council chamber
(Brownill & Halford 1990). The role of the Women's Committee as a whole has been to
formulate the content of the agenda, although many councillors also have chosen to get
personally involved in the public parts of its implementation. The women’s officers as

- part of Women's Support Units have carried the political decisions into practice on a
daily basis. They have introduced changes to the organisational arrangements and
attitudes of the bureaucracy to ensure its services and terms of employment meet the

demands from service users and employees.

The example of the GLC Women's Committee inspired other party women to demand
similar provision from their councils. In less than a year after the inception of the GLC’s
Women's Committee, six London boroughs had foliowed suit. By 1986 the knock on
effect had extended beyond London producing a total of 33 Women's Committees or
working parties, 23 outside the capital (Goss 1989:145)*. Halford's survey conducted in
1986 and 1988 has established that all these Councils shared two important features in
common (Halford & Duncan 1991). First, their local Labour party had a radicalised
membership, who were receptive to arguments to extend local democracy and hence to

arguments for women’s rights. The political leaderships of these councils rallied behind

* Co-option represented a new and untried form of participative democracy.

* The link between these committees was formalised in 1986 when they became affiliated members to
the newly formed National Association of Local Government Women's Committees (NALGWC).
This association was a charitable organisation, financed by membership fees. It was based in
Manchester to reflect the national nature of the committee movement (Taylor 1996). In 1994, in
response to falling membership, it changed its name to the Women’s Local Authority Network
(WLAN) in an attempt to broaden its base to include single committed officers and councillors in
councils which could not afford the affiliation fee. The continuing restrictions in the late 1990s on

11



the oppositional stance that the GLC had taken towards the incoming Conservative
government in 1979. Second, these Councils governed localities with particular sets of
economic and social conditions. They tended to be urban metropolitan councils, with a
diverse labour market. This type of labour market offered opportunities to many young
single women, who formed the core of vibrant women’s movements. These
characteristics are discussed at greater length later in this chapter. The tables below
demonstrate quite clearly how the fortunes of women’s initiatives have been determined
by these two conditions. They are snapshots of the structure and frequency of women’s

initiatives in 1986 to 1988, 1991 and 1996.

public spending and the reorganisation of Scottish local government further reduced the network’s
paying members. It was forced to close in September 1997.

12



Region Women's Women’s Other Other Sub- Non-cmte Status
Committee Sub-cmte. committee cmte. initiative unclear
Scotland Aberdeen C Cumbernauld | Fife RC E. Kilbride W. Lothian
Central RC & Kilsyth Glasgow C
Clackmannan Dundee C Grampian RC
Edinburgh C Dunfermline Strathclyde
Kyle & Tayside RC RC
Carrick
Lothian RC
Stirling
North East Newcastle M Cleveland
Yorkshire & Leeds M Bradford M**
The Humber Sheffield C Calderdale M
Wakefield M
York C
North West Manchester M Tameside M Bury M
Rochdale M
Wales S. Glamorgan
CcC
East Nottingham * Derbyshire Peterborough
Midlands CC Nottinghamshire
Leicester cc
West Wolverhampton | Birmingham Walsall
Midlands M M
Redditch
East Anglia Norwich
London Camden Brent Hounslow
Ealing Kingston*
Greenwich Newham
Hackney
Haringey
Hammersmith
& Fulham
Islington
Lambeth
Southwark
Waltham
Forest
South East Brighton Southampton Basildon Oxford
Harlow C Reading
South West Bristol C Thamesdown
TOTAL 22 (34%) 9 (14%) 8 (13%) 7 (11%) 13 (21%) 5 (8%)
N=64

*  abolished between 1986 and 1988
** abolished after 1988
A controlled by the Social Democrats
(M) Metropolitan District Council, (RC) Scottish Regional Council, (C ) City Council, authorities
without notation outside of London are District Councils, those in London are London Boroughs.

Table 1: The frequency and structure of women's initiatives 1986 to 1988, from
Halford and Duncan (1991)
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1986 and 1988 (Halford & Duncan 1991)

Region Women's Women’s Other Other Sub- | Non-cmte Status
Committee | Sub-cmte. committee | cmte. initiative unclear

TOTAL 22 (34%) 9 (14%) 8 (13%) 7(11%) 13 (21%) 5(8%)

N=64

1991 NALGWC

TOTAL 16 (26%) 11 (18%) 9 (14%) 13 21%) 13 (21%)

N= 62

1996 WLAN

TOTAL 9 (16%) 7 (12.5%) 10 (18%) 21 (37.5%) | 9(16%)

N=56

The tables show that the biggest commitment in terms of structural provision was made
by the London, Scottish and large metropolitan councils. These were the vanguard of the
new urban left. These councils were most severely pénalised by central government
spending restrictions in the late 1980s. Their radical policies also came to be condemned
by the national Labour executive in search of election victory in 1992. It is not surprising
to observe a great deal of change in these councils’ women’s initiatives; they have
fluctuated between many structural forms but overall have been downgraded. The effect
of the government’s restriction on local public spending levels was delayed in Scotland
by the preparations for local government reorganisation that came on the statute books in
1996. Their initiatives were not affected until the mid 1990s. The tables indicate that
overall there has been a trend away from named structural provision to address women’s
rights, to provision that covers all forms of inequality. This trend is underpinned by a
analysis of the problems of women’s initiatives and a shift in feminist ideas. These issues
are discussed at length in the next chapter. The tables give a convincing demonstration of
the influence that the socialist-feminist agenda has had in raising the profile of equal
opportunities provision in local government. Many councils which have not obviously
been connected with the radicalised left have set up generic equality provision (such as in
the Midlands and South East, Table 3). Women’s initiatives have rarely been credited for

putting social justice firmly on the political agenda of state administrations. The chapter
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goes on to look in detail at what practitioners have said about how they came to engage

with state politics and of their experience of running women's initiatives.

Historical background to the development of women’s initiatives

The body of literature that describes the political practice of women’s initiatives is almost
exclusively written by participants’. It focuses on recording what prompted them to get
involved in setting up formal structures, what their objectives were and what they feel has
been achieved. The literature reflects the value that the women’s movement has placed on
women giving voice to their own experiences. Its many colourful anecdotes stand in stark
contrast to mainstream accounts of political history, where not only the personal
experience, but also more particularly women’s experiences are absent. The following
section reviews these practitioner reports. It aims to give a more detailed description of
the phenomenon of women’s initiatives. Throughout I have tried to highlight the themes
that have structured my own research and also the gaps and inconsistencies that my case
studies were designed to answer. The review of the literature is divided into four areas. It
describes the context, practice, policy agenda and achievements of women’s initiatives,

drawing on literature concerned with the twenty-year period 1970 to 1990.

Practitioners have suggested that the establishment of new kinds of women’s
structures in local government in the 1980s was the conclusion of a process that had
begun twenty years earlier. Women moved from political groups on the left to the
Women's Liberation Movement (WLM) in the late 1960s before returning to formal
politics and particularly the Labour Party in the early 1980s. Weedon suggests that
the WLM formed because women moved into single sex groupings to critique the
sexist treatment they had experienced (to their surprise) as members of libertarian
groups (1987:9). Many accounts suggest that the WLM was inclusive of socialist
values and hence many women maintained dual affiliations to both movements

(Harriss 1989:35, Wilson 1986:5). Wilson argues that the socialist foundations of the

3 For example Goss worked for Lewisham LB, Harriss was involved in the women's movement in Leeds,
Parkin worked for Ealing LB.
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WLM meant that even women for whom the WLM was their first political

experience were initiated into socialist politics.

The literature convincingly establishes the predisposition of WLM participants to co-
operate with left wing parties. What were the catalysts that prompted them to do so

~ in a formalised way at the beginning of 1980s? Practitioners explain the realignment
in very practical terms. They desired to do something to improve the material
situation of women, but felt unable to do so in the stymied structures of the women's
movement. The literature is very candid about the lack of direction that feminist
debates were suffering from. They recount how the movement's slogan 'the personal
is political' had inspired countless women to record similar experiences of adversity.
This gave rise to the heady belief in sisterhood. It prompted theorists to
conceptualise patriarchal power and a single feminist agenda that united all women
across all classes, races and times (Wilson 1986:5). The momentum which the idea
of common oppression initially generated, in time concealed underlying gaps,
silences and unorthodoxies (Wilson 1986:4). Women did not want to speak about the

parts of their lives that undermined the compelling assumption of shared experience.

The feminist literature identifies black women as the first distinct group to proclaim
their difference (Wilson 1978, hooks 1981, Mira 1997). Encouraged by the
increasing strength of the black civil rights lobby, they challenged the WLM’s
ethnocentricity. This opened the door in the late 1970s for a discussion of women’s
difference. This discussion recognised that age, class, disability, sexuality and race
positioned some women as doubly or multiply disadvantaged. Compound
discrimination highlighted the unequal and exploitative relationships between
women themselves. Harriss (1989) observed the slogan the ‘personal is political’
took on a threatening meaning®. The WLM became obsessed with self-labelling. In

media articles, academic journals and public discussions members marked their place

8 She considers that the emphasis on personal experience led to a false conception of how women’s
difference was constructed: Difference was reduced to the relationship between individual women, rather
than understood as the result of a structural system. Patriarchy was left largely unchallenged while women
remained disunited (Harriss 1989:37).
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on the hierarchy of women’s oppression in order to justify a point of view by
reference to their own identity (Harriss 1989:37). Harriss describes how she
witnessed local self-organised women’s groups breaking into smaller units to address
their particular identities (Harriss 1989:37). The disagreement between radical and
socialist feminist standpoints over relationships with men exacerbated the process of

fragmentation that was underway in the movement’.

In this context a group of socialist-feminists looked for a new direction from which
the structural and material inequality of women’s different positions could be
practically redressed (Harriss 1989:34) 8. The accounts describe how the burgeoning
activity of the left’ in the early 1980s became more and more appealing (Button
1984:4). Political contexts and feminist circumstances had coincided to produce a
situation in which change and action was possible. Other recent studies (for example
Yeandle, Booth & Bennett 1999) support the importance of the combination of

certain conditions and resources for facilitating change.

At the same time that women were seeking new opportunities, the left was
undergoing changes which made party membership more attractive. Several sources
mention the Chesterfield Group led by Tony Benn as an example of the new forces at
work on the fringe of the Labour party (Flannery & Roelofs 1983, Parkin 1996).
Bennism argued for working class democracy (similar to Chartism). Flannery and
Roelofs (1983) explain that the agenda of the new forces for social justice and
inclusive participation convinced many women to consider the opportunities for

raising feminist principles within the capitalist state'’. Harriss wrote:

7 Women spoke of the ‘paralysing split’ of living in non-sexist ways as part of the WLM, whilst being
committed to socialism in some other part of their lives (Wilson 1987:63-64). In the women’s press such as
Spare Rib, they expressed the discomfort they felt as heterosexual women. They experienced feminism as
only a partial movement because it failed to include and inspire men in its project.

¥ The WLM’s collective organisation provided no brake to this disintegration because there were no
institutional or national mechanisms for resolving conflict.

? The left included the Communist Party, Trotskyist or neo-Trotskyist groups, libertarian Marxism.
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All these changes struck a powerful note of resonance with many feminists -
indeed it was in part the influence of feminism that had inspired the changes.
Notions concerning the specificity of different oppressions, of starting from
people’s experiences, of self-organisation and a widening of democratic
control, all seemed to have been reproduced at the level of the state. (Harris
1989:41) (also see Goss 1989:144).

Halford’s survey observed a close association between the ascendancy of the new
forces or 'new urban left' as she calls them, and the establishment of women's
initiatives (Halford 1988:253)!!. The literature suggests that the relationship was
symbiotic. New urban left councillors stood on a platform for participative
democracy and recognition of pluralistic communities, which was inclusive of
feminist concerns. The Conservative election victory in 1979 acted as a further
catalyst (Perrigo 101:1986). It gave the new urban left an edge in the local elections
in 1980, their members gained significant majorities over traditional members
(Wilson 1987:129). These men, and a few women councillors, looked for local
support and allies for a radical agenda to oppose Conservative policy and to defend

public services from the local arena.

Practitioners are clear in their description of the importance of the local labour
political context. Their accounts do not discuss at any length the local feminist

political context. Being part of it, it seems they have taken it for granted.

1% This occurred in the South, where Bennism had a stronger hold because local Labour parties were not
dominated by traditional Labourism, in contrast to the heavily industrialised, unionised constituencies of
the North.

' Halford’s survey of women’s initiatives demonstrates that the relative mix of new and traditional
members was more important for the establishment of a women’s initiative than an overall stable
Labour majority in the council (1988:253). The number of new urban left members was in part
determined by the nature of the political and economic profile of the locality. Perrigo contrasts the
experience of the northern Labour parties against those in the south, particularly in London. Labour
north was less affected by the catastrophic electoral defeats of 1960s and 1970s and consequently did
not recognise that its politics were authoritarian, paternalistic and elitist and in need of revision

(Perrigo 1986:105). The nature of party membership affected the standing of the new urban left. In
Sheffield for example, the predominance of the steel industry in the local labour market produced a
membership that was heavily unionised and dogged by entrenched traditionalism. In contrast, the
diverse employment opportunities in Leeds produced a membership that was more inclined to be
open-minded. While trends can be mapped, the peculiarity of local processes is central. Sheffield is a
relevant example since despite its membership’s reticence, Labour councillors took Sheffield in a
direction which was notably more left-wing than the neighbouring Yorkshire councils.
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Commentators, who have attempted to describe the experience for an academic
audience, have emphasised the importance of a vibrant local women’s movement to
act as a stimulus for setting up an initiative. Halford demonstrated this in terms of the
nature of the local labour market. Her survey showed that initiatives were more
likely to be set up in towns that supported a large number of single young women,
who had the time and resources to engage in political activity. These ambitious
committed women, often in middle class professions, operating in the system, were
most often the catalysts for the establishment of Women's Committees (Halford
1988:254).

The decision to stand as local Labour party candidates in order to change the system
from within government was taken by only a small number of feminists. Goss
describes how all women’s initiatives were ‘broadly set up by the determined efforts
of a handful of women councillors’ (Goss 1989:145). As described above, the local
political circumstances offered opportunities to move feminist activity on from a
fragmenting women’s movement. The weight of feminist theorising about the nature
of the state, however, appears to have acted as a significant brake, stopping women

from ‘taking the plunge’.

The writings of the WLM identify the State, its actors and institutions as key sites of
women’s oppression. Feminists argued that the state is not a neutral arbitrator that
mediates disinterestedly between different social groups, it actively administers
unequal relationships to benefit capitalism and patriarchy (Burstyn 1983:46).
Feminist critiques about state welfare provision illustrated this distrust. Many
commentators and researchers had stressed that state welfare was delivered in ways
that constrained women to a subordinate family centred role. For example, Ungerson
(1985) revealed the ‘familialism’ built into housing and benefit policies, Simms
(1981) described the ways in which the medical profession pathologised women’s
health complaints ignoring their social and material origin. An article in Spare Rib
summed up this feeling that the state had the power to corrupt the women's

movement.
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At best Women's Committees have been seen as the potential for a feminist
revolution in local government and access to their funds; at worst they’ve
been seen as irrelevant or a hypocritical attempt to co-opt us and divert our
energies (Spare Rib 1982).

Feminists who remained suspicious of the state argued for the importance of an
autonomous women’s movement (stronger in its isolation). Wilson felt that joining
the Labour Party was a potentially frustrating and debilitating project (Wilson
1987:65). Flannery and Roelofs agreed that the possibility that the women’s
movement might become ‘a Labour Party ginger group’ was not without foundation
(1983:70)!2. A half way compromise was suggested by a conference entitled 'Beyond
the Fragments' in 1980 and the book of the same name, which notably discussed the
different options available to socialist feminists. Rowbotham, Segal and Wainwright
(1979) recommended that the women’s movement should graft its activities onto
those groups outside the labour left", who were working at its boundaries to

democratise it structures (Harriss 1989:40).

Women who accepted office were of a very different mindset. They recognised the
potential of co-option. They believed however, that in the face of local government
changes there was a real opportunity to reorder state services in the style of the
women's voluntary sector, which allowed women maximum control over the form of
their delivery'*. This opportunity could only be seized by ‘engaging in pre-figurative
struggles from inside state bureaucracy’ (Harriss 1989:42).

The Women's Committee represented a move...from autonomy to a new
relationship with established state power ... It was not just a question of
going for local authority funds ... but of carving out a new place for women

12 The literature suggests that it was a difficult decision for many women who could see merits and
disadvantages of both courses of action. They had to make a personal choice since there was no lead
given by the WLM (Goss 1989:145). Wilson remarked that ‘such is the state of the left that neither the
autonomous movement nor any of the groups is weak enough finally to be dismissed; yet none is

strong enough to impose its solutions as wholly credible. To be in or outside a left group can seem
equally wrong’ (Wilson 1987:63-64) (endorsed by Segal 1989:6).

'3 These groups included the Communist Party, Trotskyist or neo-trotskyist groups

' Control of the way in which services were delivered was seen to be as important as the outcome of the
services themselves.
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in the local state (Coote & Campbell 1987:108) (supported by Goss
1984:111).

As Coote and Campbell’s quote indicates some of these women wanted to use
feminism to change the nature of socialism, others wanted to make concrete gains in
terms of resources which would unite the fragments of women’s activity and give ita
focus. They both believed that remaining on the outside of the state wasted the

moment of change.

The first women’s initiatives typify the ambivalence in the movement in the early
1980s. The literature identifies the Lewisham Sex Equality Working Party as the first
recorded experiment by a Labour council to advance women a share in the new
democracy. Women’s groups in Lewisham organised around the local women’s
centre to demand that the council act on women’s rights'®. A working party was set
up. It consisted of six councillors and six local women, the latter elected at an open
meeting of the women’s centre (Riley 1990:52, Goss 1984:111). The women’s
groups, who led the campaign, maintained their autonomy. Local feminists did not
formalise their involvement in the administration of the council until May 1983,

when the working party was changed into a Women's Committee.

The literature gives no indication to what extent the Lewisham working party was
connected to the Greater London Council’s initiative that followed in September
1982. Practitioners use the Lewisham initiative to date the Women's Committee
movement, as well as to locate it firmly in the provenance of the WLM. However,
the GLC initiative in ideological and practical terms represented a much more
sophisticated level of engagement with the local state (Riley 1990:52). The initiative
was driven by feminist councillors with the support of the new urban left under the

leadership of Ken Livingstone.

13 The initiative developed in parallel to an initiative for race equality. Lewisham Council scrutinised
its role as an employer, a lobbyist and a provider of services in relation to these two groups, looking to
improve equality of opportunity. The Sex Equality Working Party aimed ‘to remove institutional
obstacles which blocked women’s career progression and to introduce fair practices coupled with the
development of childcare facilities to cater for women’s special needs’ (Riley 1990:51).
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A young and determined Valerie Wise piloted through the establishment of a
full committee of the GLC and a Women's Unit to service it (Goss 1989:144).

It was the first Women's Committee to be set up in UK local government. The following
section examines the experience of the newly elected socialist feminists as they entered
state politics. The GLC’s Women's Committee Support Unit (WCSU) provides a useful
case study through which to explore the development of women’s practice for two
reasons. First, the WCSU kept full and detailed records of the discussions of its internal
working and structure. These records, which consist of the reports of WCSU staff
meetings and include personal position papers, give a unique insight into the problems
the women’s officers grappled with. Second, the WCSU had something to prove to the
external women’s movement, whose concerns about corruption by state power have
already been discussed '®. The WCSU’s documents make it clear that women’s officers
were aware that they had to respond to fears that they were co-opting radical groups into
a ‘femocracy’. Officers seem to have been constantly vigilant to prevent the bureaucracy

getting the upper hand.

Nature of feminist practice in the local state

One of the fundamental principles of feminist activists outside the state was to find
new ways of organising daily economic and social life to prefigure the development
of a communal and inclusive society in which tasks and rewards were shared
equally. Grass-roots women had developed non-hierarchical forms of decision
making which allowed every member to input their opinion and effort into achieving
the common task (Button 1984). How have women officers inside the bureaucracy
attempted to develop new ways of working together with their bureaucratic
colleagues? Using official and personal documents produced by the GLC’s Women's
Support Unit it is possible to reconstruct the daily account of the way women’s
officers tried to develop pre-figurative working arrangements. The process describes

the thinking and actions of feminist councillors and officers, who had to reconcile

' This was especially the case with the GLC Women's Committee that was set up due to the efforts of
powerful women within the Labour left.
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their commitment to feminist principles with their role as representatives and paid
employees of local government, in order to maximise the outcomes for women. The
GLC material does support the existing literature’s claims that the structures of the
bureaucracy around them were ultimately constraining. However, it also suggests
that some of the problems lay with the application of feminist theory in practice. The
principle of task sharing and collective powers of decision making produced its own
form of exploitation in practice, since it was based on an erroneous assumption that
women had equal ability and equivalent economic situations. Theories of patriarchy
and capitalism were no longer applicable to women’s actual experience. This process
of aligning feminist principles and practice is crucial to increase our understanding

of how to effectively deliver institutionally policies and benefits for women.

Negotiating a place in the bureaucracy

The political structure within which the [women’s] committees operate is a
party/state which is male dominated, sexist, heterosexist, racist and
hierarchical, the WLM’s rejection of these characteristics represents a
fundamental principle which we should never abandon. (Flannery & Roelofs
1983:71-72)
The question of how to organise the unit recurs again and again in the records. The
intention of WCSU officers was clearly to find a structure which optimised their
effectiveness in the bureaucracy while at the same time making as few compromises to
feminist principles as possible. The structure they eventually settled on represented an

alternative way of working. Roelofs observed that:

[It had a] particular emphasis on accessibility, participation, maximum
involvement of the maximum number, non-hierarchical structures with a
distribution of authority, rotation of tasks, sensitivity to different women’s needs,
abilities, development and competence, diffusion of information and equal access
to resources .. the idea of mass involvement and for women themselves to make
the decisions (Roelofs 1983:18).

This new way of working in turn served to deepen staff commitment and understanding

of the feminist goal for a more equitable organisation of everyday life. Arguably the way
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of organising the unit represented in itself a mechanism for consciousness raising. What

did the process of negotiation involve?

The first recorded meeting of the WCSU took place between Valerie Wise, Chair of the
Women's Committee and staff members in September 1982; staff were still in the process
of being recruited. Less than four months later the issue of hierarchy and collective ways
of working was on the minuted agenda (17/01/83:30)"”. The unit was by this time
participating in a London-wide campaign to encourage women to claim the benefits they
were entitled to, and processing grant applications. The records suggest that the way of
working was participative and centralised, every member of staff used the same filing
system, and performed menial and specialist tasks. At the meeting in March 1983
(07/03/83:31) all staff stuffed envelopes to save time on this routine task. There appears
to have been no fixed allocation of duties, and staff treated each other as equal

participants in all the unit's activities.

Simultaneously the unit initiated the series of open public meetings, which have been
well documented (Goss 1984). These aimed to establish a ‘Programme for Action’
designed by the women of London themselves. The minutes suggest that this exercise
was organised in ways that resembled activities in the WLM rather than a group of

bureaucratic staff. At the meeting on 21 March 1983, it was recorded that:

If Ester encounters any last minute panic relating to these meetings it was agreed
that she could call on all the sisters in the unit for help. All sisters agreed with the
rota system for loading the trolley, collecting the lunchboxes etc ... problems had
arisen with the lack of volunteers for Saturday meetings — the load should be
shared! (21/03/83:33).

The expectations on staff’s involvement went beyond paid office hours. The observation
in the practitioners' literature that working as a women’s officer was more like working
as a paid activist is relevant here. Women were judged not only on the quality of their

work, but the quality of their feminist commitment.

' All references in this format refer to the Women’s Committee Support Unit Meetings Minutes 13 Sept
1982 — 4 July 1983 LSPU/WEG/01/25 (Appendix 2).
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The unit’s staff was continuing to grow throughout this period, with a target size of 31
(21/03/83:34). Recruitment reflected the increasing size of the workload. As there was a
huge response from women's groups to the opportunity of grant funding the first
differentiation of tasks was made. Grants allocation work was separated off. Some
women in the unit also assumed responsibility for the development of working groups
that arose from the public consultation. These groups brought together ordinary women
around single issues to inform policy making and encourage learning and new activity
(28/03/83:35)'®. The unit appeared to be at a moment of metamorphosis. A hand written
note attached to the agenda of the meeting of the 28" March 1983 addressed the issue of
the unit's emerging ‘structure’. This note posed a number of concerns and recorded the

subsequent discussion.

Four problems were raised concerning the lack of hierarchical positions and its impact on
equality and output. First, the disparity between grading and salaries of staff, and levels
of responsibility was pointed out. Staff were currently expected to share all tasks equally.
This potentially resulted in the oppression of lower grade staff (28/03/83:35). Second,

- the insistence that staff participate in all tasks, so that no individual assumed all the
menial jobs, posed a further difficulty. The level of clerical work expected of each
member of staff limited their developmental work at a time when there was increasing
political pressure for results. Consequently, ‘it was more work to work collectively’
(28/03/83:36). The last two points acknowledged the failure of the unit to adequately
service the elected members’ needs and also to challenge the work of the larger

bureaucracy in any way.

It is important to try and challenge the working of the GLC, attacking [its
orthodoxies] where they exist. This is a better way of affecting change, not by the
confines of our example in this unit which no one will take notice of
(28/03/83:36).

'® For example, the 15 issues covered included transport, employment, lesbians, childcare and violence.
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The discussion provoked by these points concluded that collective principles could be
made to work but suggested that it was only possible within small work teams, rather
than as an organising principle for the whole unit (28/03/83:37). In small teams, work
programmes could be used to allocate tasks consensually giving everyone their own area
of responsibility with access to training should they need it. The note called for tighter
time management, task allocation procedure and a strategic overview to run alongside

work planning.

It appears that a number of events intensified this debate causing staff to question more
deeply their motivation and ability to adhere to the principle of a collective form of
working. The ongoing recruitment process produced a much larger and diverse staff
group in terms of abilities, skills and experience (25/04/83:41). Simultaneously, minutes
record the incessant nature of the work, as feminist councillors intensified the number of

welfare campaigns and issues they wanted the unit to address'® (28/03/83:36).

The issue of collective working was explicitly raised by the most senior officer in the
unit, who had assumed responsibility for the process of grant awards and administration
concerning the unit’s relationships with women’s organisations. She submitted a report
and set of proposals ‘To Improve our Work System in WCSU: Seeking to Develop a
Team Approach’ for discussion at the unit's team meeting at the end of April 1983
(25/04/83:40). She argued that ‘the myth of collective working be once and for all

relegated to the grave and that all pretences of “lip service” be relegated along with it’

1 Ken Livingstone the leader of the Council staunchly supported the committee. The Women's Committee
minutes show that he attended 22 of the 56 committee meetings which took place between 22 June 1982
and 25 March 1986. His deputy Illtyd Harrington attended 16 (GLC/DG/MIN/223 see Appendix 2). The
political intention to redress the balance in favour of women was symbolised by the increase of the
Comnmiittee’s grant aid budget from £350,000 in its first year to £10million by 1986. It is no wonder that
women’s groups reacted ‘in surprise and their bank managers in delight’ at this release of funds (Flannery
& Roelofs 1983:69). It prompted an enormous tide of new and ongoing grant applications. Women
employed on a temporary basis to assist in the processing of these applications described how they walked
into offices where applications were piled randomly in huge piles against the walls (Yeandle 1997). On top
of the increasing quantity and complexity of working procedures, politicians also expected the Unit to
support them individually, in their role as high profile feminists in the London Labour politics. There are
many entries that discuss Valerie Wise's mail ‘basket’and the way in which her personal correspondence
was to be dealt with.
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(25/04/83:40). In practical terms she supported the recruitment of clerical assistants to the

unit which until then had been resisted.

The pretence of collective working arose from the contradiction of expecting a collective
to fit into an established bureaucracy. ‘No matter how we work’, she argued ‘the rest of
the GLC will see Louise as head, she’s responsible and will see E2’s (lowest grade
currently in the unit) as having specific designated functions’ (28/03/83:23). The feminist
principle of sharing all tasks equally was being undermined by the larger value system of
the authority that imposed arbitrary rewards against named functions. Consequently staff
were incompletely appraised and paid unequally for the work the unit currently expected
from them. The unit could not expect to change this value system. The officer went on,
‘this does not mean I am challenging or disagreeing with the concept of equality’. She
considered that by accepting the GLC’s functional roles and hence ending the
contradiction did not mean that the principle of equality was abandoned. She argued for a
differentiation between equality of material function that was impossible, and equality of

status.

We must not give little value to those jobs and skills viewed as manual. Who is
more essential — a dust man or a policy maker? We all need policy but if the
rubbish is not collected, the rubbish very quickly becomes a high priority and the
so-called manual job suddenly essential (28/03/83:42).

In effect she was arguing for a style of working in which each individual’s contribution

was valued equally.

The need to accept functional roles and also exclusively ‘manual’ roles within the
department was supported by three further arguments. The first two of these were still
bound up with the need to meet the unit’s bureaucratic responsibilities. As mentioned
above the workload of the unit was increasing at an alarming rate over which it had little

control. A collective way of working exacerbated this pressure. The report comments,

We are currently very isolated. We all work on our individual areas, we are totally
self reliant and cannot use the [different] skills of our colleagues... The
consequence of this isolation is enormous stress and inefficiency (28/03/83:43).

29



The report argued for different but interdependent roles to mitigate both these effects.

The second argument supporting an adoption of a bureaucratic style structure related to
the issue of exploitation. The report argued that the illusion of collective working actually
served to hide exploitative relationships which feminism deplored. Lower grade officers
in the unit were exploited by the differential between wages and task assignment. In the
same way ‘we are not being any less exploitative by farming out [clerical work] to other
parts of the GLC’ said the report’s author (28/03/83:45). She suggested that a more equal
solution would be to adopt a formalised structure (including typists and administrative
support) and to try to control for the worst effects of hierarchical organisation from

within the unit.

This does not mean that I would agree in any way to dumping all the filing and
photocopying on to one person. Good management means nurturing and building
up skills and only putting on responsibility when it can be dealt with
(28/03/83:44).

A system of team working was put forward, based on three grades of officers, a policy

developer, a policy researcher and a runner.

I actually believe that our aim of sharing tasks — to enhance our skills and share
the jobs considered to be more lowly — would actually come into effect far more
... because each of us would be reliant on each stage being completed as we
would all be working on the same task. We would each learn about the past
experiences of the others as we discussed the work (28/03/83:43).

Team working relied on co-operation and equal input into tasks. It also could be seen to
offer the opportunity for ‘training each other’ and the transfer of information and
knowledge (28/03/83:43). From the point of view of feminist practice this last process
was crucially important since it provided an opportunity for younger girls to get involved,
which the unit at that time lacked (28/03/83:44).

By not accepting CR [grade officers] into the unit we are actually preventing
younger girls (schoolgirls who have not yet progressed up the ladder to E2) from
gaining by the valuable experience of working in this office (28/03/83:43).
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Related to this point, the third argument the report put forward dealt with the fundamental
issue of difference between women. A hierarchy of different grades was better suited to
the range of different abilities and skills that women could offer. Again there was the
need to separate feminist principle and the reality of practice. ‘It is impossible at this
time, and for a long time in the future, for the E2s (lowest non-clerical grade) to
contribute in a really meaningful way to the issues being dealt with’ (28/03/83:41). The
report considered that an acceptance of grades and job descriptions could facilitate
women’s future contribution. ‘It does not mean that we do not continue to teach each

other our skills but that we do it in a more structured way’ (28/03/83:41).

One year after operatihg as a collective the WCSU adopted a team based working
approach that consisted of all grades of officers. The practitioner literature describes this
change in negative terms. It typifies the WCSU as operating originally as a feminist
island in a sea of local authority bureaucracy, which struck out boldly with ‘no
hierarchies, no lines of authority, no leaders and no stars’ (Coote & Campbell 1987). It
considers that the unit was forced to concede to a bureaucratic form of organisation due
to its highly visible quarrels which exposed its operations to ridicule (Lovenduski &
Randall 1993:152) and accusations of inefficiency and bad management (Goss
1989:154). The literature’s assessment of the GLC WCSU supports the view that state
bureaucratic power is inevitably corrupting. It appears to suggest that the unit was

reduced to a ‘femocracy’, a bureaucratic structure with a token feminist label.

The archival material of the WCSU appears to contradict this assessment. The acceptance
of hierarchical organisation did not represent a hasty abandonment of feminist principles
in preference to bureaucratic responsibilities. A team based approach was developed
through lengthy, albeit heated, discussion. One of the outcomes was that the women in
the unit for the first time explored the contradictions inherent in the concept of collective
organisation itself. This contradiction has been termed the tyranny of structurelessness

(Wolff 1977). Officers discussed the elements of collective organisation, and inserted the
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key principles of participation, access, personal development and the equal value of every

individual's contribution into the new structure.

There were management difficulties. For example, the archive records show a growing
dissatisfaction with the leadership of Louise Pankhurst, as Head of the Unit. Staff on
lower grades complained that she frequently sorted matters out without consulting the
other women in the unit (05/05/83:76), and that her manner was ‘overly authoritarian’ in
respect to the re-organisation and deployment of staff. However, these were not problems
that arose from a lack of feminist commitment, but from the common inability of
individuals to motivate and relate to work colleagues. The adoption of a structured team
approach therefore also contained the recognition that feminist commitment was not
enough. To ensure that the benefits for the feminist movement were secured from the
state bureaucracy, officers also needed adept inter-personal skills and the ability to grasp
and operate financial and legal accountancy systems. These skills did not denigrate
feminist outputs, but facilitated them. Other practitioners had realised this too. As one of

Stone’s participants in her case study of Sheffield City Council commented:

You need people with organisational skill and a track record, not just an
ideological commitment. People here were appointed because they had produced
and done things [in the women’s movement]. If you appoint people without
organisational skill you’re heading for trouble (cited by Stone 1988:25).

The team working that was adopted by the unit appears relatively unexceptional by
today’s standards. However, the principles in the report that were implemented, still
represent an innovative way of working, which was not shared by the rest of the GLC
(Brownill & Halford 1990:404). This example arguably supports the contention of the
literature as a whole that women’s initiatives were pioneers of good practice and that
their delivery of equal opportunities, which includes their objectives, their methods and
their ways of organising, holds lessons which are insightful for contemporary
practitioners. It also highlights the subjective nature of all historical accounts that attempt
to explain and justify a particular set of practice and actions. The literature provides

practitioners’ views of their own practice. Although I have drawn on this literature to
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guide my own study, I have attempted to identify its idiosyncrasies and orthodoxies and

to remain alert to their contradiction.

Policy agenda and activities undertaken by women’s initiatives

At the beginning of the 1980s the archived record shows that Valerie Wise chaired a
group of representatives from London Borough Women’s Committees which
discussed common policy objéctives. In 1983, Riley had pinpointed five common

issues arising out of the 11 committees that were then in existence, these were;

To promote women’s welfare, interests and rights;

To eliminate discrimination against women contained in legislation and
policy;

To promote positive action and real equality of opportunity for women;
To encourage and support the development of local women’s groups;
To make council decision-making accessible and accountable to women
(Riley 1990:52).

These issues are very broad and were translated into many different types of policies
and practices by women’s initiatives. However, they provide a useful framework for
the discussion of the areas of work that women’s initiatives developed, which were

‘new’ in terms of the local government’s agenda.

The first issue of promotion related to the visibility of women’s position. Initiatives
organised or funded voluntary agencies to run campaigns about women’s legal
entitlements, to publicise public services and to research women’s domestic and
employment situations. They were directly addressing the issue raised by Button
(1984) and many others that the community and the workforce consisted of groups of
individuals whose particular needs had never been articulated before nor considered
by the bureaucracy. The second issue, to ensure equal treatment for women in policy
and legislation, typified the interrogation by women’s initiatives of the Council’s
internal procedures in the areas of employment and service delivery. Initiatives often
took the Sex Discrimination Act (1975) as a starting point to check procedures for
direct and indirect forms of discrimination. There are examples in the literature of

practitioners discovering discrimination in the areas of recruitment, promotion and
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resource allocation. Much of the discrimination they discovered was due to a lack of

information or understanding about social inequality.

Promoting equal opportunity describes actions that were focused on women’s
employment. Initiatives developed targeted training programmes for women, inside
and outside the organisation, to tackle their horizontal and vertical segregation in the
labour market. These programmes also included training around self-assertiveness to
build women’s confidence. In some cases they were accompanied by policies to |
tackle workplace harassment which had been identified as a barrier to women’s
progress at work. Practitioners also report how they pioneered new forms of working
arrangements, such as flexi-hours and job share arrangements, that recognised the
private lives of parents and carers. Some practitioners describe how they supported
women employees in their attempts to have their pay, work arrangements and
conditions reassessed (especially in the wake of the changes introduced by

Competitive Compulsory Tendering, Escott & Whitfield 1995).

The fourth issue, to develop local women’s groups, served a dual purpose according
to the literature. Initiatives channelled funding to the women’s voluntary sector in
order to improve and create services that were relevant to women’s everyday needs.
In doing so they also generated a demand in the community which justified the
continued need for a women’s initiative. The creation of new services by grass roots
women’s groups has permanently reconfigured councils’ lists of responsibilities.
Services such as medical screening and family planning have become unquestioned

parts of local government provision.

The literature highlights that funding distribution was potentially ‘one way of
releasing political power to women, irrespective of their race, class, politics, ability,
religion or sexuality’ (Whitting 1987:103). There is a lengthy debate on the question
of whether Women's Committees could provide a structural framework for the
women’s movement. Gelb considered that joint funding could provide links between

traditional, socialist and radical feminist groups, and reach out to the vast number of
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British women who had up until then been unaffected by the feminist movement
(1986:118). Others agreed with her that the committee structure could be a lifeline

for the flagging women’s movement.

Women's Committees ... or special committees with responsibility for grant
aid, [have] an important role to play in assisting the development of a
strategy [for women]. (Whitting 1987:103 my italics).

However, in practice, practitioners have admitted to the problems of relyingvon a
funding strategy to achieve all women’s aims. First, there was the question of who
should benefit from funding and which women were qualified to make this decision.
Second, the local authority retained a degree of control over the criteria for
successful grant applications. This meant that women’s groups had to manipulate
their project proposals to secure endorsement from the funding departments
(Whitting 1987:108)*°. Far from infusing the WLM with new life, some practitioners
contend that local authority funding has changed its recipients beyond recognition.
The debate reaches no conclusions, since no one could possibly ‘know what all the
energy added up to at either national nor local level’ (Whitting 1987:113). Goss and
many others asserted the importance of the continuation of an autonomous women’s

movement;

Local authorities are poorly adapted, as yet, to take on a major campaigning
role, and although they have an important part to play in resourcing and
supporting campaigns, there is a danger they can slow them down or take
them over (Goss 1984:128).

The fifth policy issue around representation was the raison d’étre for many Women's
Committees. It expressed the new left commitment to participative democracy by
offering a channel for the experience of the broader women’s movement to be fed
into the decision making process (Whitting 1987:109). Practitioners describe the
many innovative methods they used to ensure that their decision making was as open

as it could be to local women. Systems for public consultation were nothing new to
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local authorities®'. However, it is clear from the literature that these precedents did
not mean that 'open' government was an accepted way of working. Central
government down graded the status of ‘representatives’ from the community. In the
1988 Local Government Act, co-optees were prevented from voting on council
committees, a motion which many Labour controlled Councils upheld. Practitioners
report occasions in which Labour councillors simply reversed the decisions reached
though a consultative process because of the low value they placed on co-optees'
contribution (Goss 1984:125). Much of the literature’s discussion of co-optees
focuses on the difficulties of ensuring consultative systems are representative, a

problem which was common to all previous initiatives of participatory democracy*>.

All these aétivities under Riley’s five headings were underpinned by different
approaches to equality. Practitioners differentiate between those that aim to achieve
equality of opportunity (equal treatment based on fair procedures) and those that aim
for equality of outcome (redistribution of power and resources). Very often internal
employment issues are associated with the former and external community work
with the latter. This distinction divides activities into two types, transformative
(radical) and reformist (liberal). Recently, Cockburn (1990) has attempted to
demonstrate that this classification is divisive and misleading. She claims the two
approaches can be placed on the same continuum of actions. Equal opportunity
activities, or short agendas, act as starting points for more radical policies (long
agendas). An agenda of varying length neatly portrays the negotiation process that

women’s representatives have been involved in. Riley says:

% Women's groups tended to become less self-sufficient and more reliant on regular funding as they
recruited new staff and expanded to new premises. One area of their activity that particularly suffered was
campaigning since it could not be justified under a service orientated remit.

2! For example the 1968 Skeffing Report on ‘People and Planning’ formalised Neighbourhood and
Community Councils (Cockburn 1977).

22 Harriss identifies that the first problem was who to consult with. Choosing established community
groups inevitably meant that newer, less well organised groups were overlooked. Holding open meetings
failed to bring these groups to the fore since the most articulate groups were more likely to attend and to
dominate the agenda. In the presence of ‘professional’ community activists, the consultation exercise
became a gesture of intent rather than meaningful democratic exchange with ordinary women (Harriss
1989:44).
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[Women’s officers] moved back and forth between two goals, presenting
arguments about fairness and equity to staff, particularly in Personnel, and
arguments about outcomes to women Members and pressure groups (Riley
1990:54).

The literature suggests that an investment in personnel issues was advantageous to
Women's Units as it enabled them to prepare the staff for more radical changes. By
starting modestly in a key area of the organisation, Women's Units were able to
legitimise and advertise their existence among the workforce, extend their access to
information and decision making and bring about significant changes in employment
policies, which paid dividends when they attempted more ambitious projects (Riley

1990:57).

Women’s initiatives’ achievements

The huge diversity in the structure of women’s initiatives described in the first
section relates to their choice of policy agenda. Halford and Duncan’s study gives
apt examples of the ways in which initiatives were set in a certain way to address

certain issues, according to the context of the political negotiations:

In Wandsworth ... the aim was equal opportunity internal employment
policies as part of ‘good management practice’ in a tight labour market. In
Camden the women’s initiative was much more of a feminist initiative as one
part of the ‘new left’ political change within the Labour Party while in
Kirklees the women’s initiative was, in political terms, an appendage to
concern for ethnic minority equal opportunities issues (Halford & Duncan
1991:8).

As a result the achievements of initiatives have also been varied. Evaluating them is
further complicated if we take into account individual councils’ own criteria for
success. Broadly they can be grouped into two areas, new policy issues and new

organisational arrangements and procedures.
Women’s initiatives have added weight to the arguments for the community to be

consulted about what needs it has, that the local administration can fulfil. In doing so

the list of accepted local government responsibilities has been permanently extended.
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Feminists have convinced local chambers that the personal is political. There is
greater recognition that the local state should provide support for 'private’'
circumstances such as domestic violence and sexual preference. The structural and
material position of women is more widely known about. This has encouraged more
sensitive economic planning and initiatives targeted to particular skills gaps. The
funding of grass roots women’s groups for the provision of women’s services has
laid down local government’s commitment to new issues in bricks and mortar. The
women’s voluntary sector has been given the opportunity to enlarge and consolidate
its service output so that in many cases organisations can continue to work even if

local council funding runs out.

As the section on the GLC WCSU explores, women’s initiatives' achievements also
lie in pioneering new forms of relationships between local bureaucracies and local
populations and within bureaucracies themselves. Even where women’s officers
were forced to compromise their original intentions, their practice nevertheless
‘presented fundamental challenges to local authorities’ (Riley 1990:53). The
significance of these working practices are only now being appreciated as the
benefits of more consensual co-operative ways of working are coming to be
recognised by business, and by government. Women’s initiatives have developed
many types of consultation mechanisms that have provided positive examples of
accountable and meaningful decision making. Women’s enthusiastic response to
specialist services has demonstrated the benefits of tailoring service delivery more
closely to service users’ self defined needs and profiles. Lastly, women’s officers
close working relationships with other equality practitioners has helped to ensure that
equal opportunities objectives for service delivery were holistic and recognised the

needs of people who were multiply disadvantaged (Riley 1990:55-56).

How widespread were these achievements? The only surveys that have addressed the
effect of women’s initiatives on the sector as a whole have placed them in the larger
context of equal opportunities policies. These surveys demonstrate that although the

agenda has become more commonplace the provision of specialist initiatives has not.
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For example the EOC study of all local authorities in 1988 found that of 514 local
authorities consulted, 227 described themselves as equal opportunities employers.
Employment practice had been the starting point for a majority of authorities, but
only 16 authorities had included service provision in their equal opportunities
guidelines. On closer inspection, employment initiatives broke down to reveal a
much more mixed bag of results. Only 130 of the 227 local authorities had a written
policy explaining their status as an equal opportunities employer, only 52 had written
guidelines for officers on racial and sexual discrimination and only 26 monitored the
composition of their workforce (EOC 1988 cited by Coyle 1989:45). The transitory
and inconsistent nature of equal opportunities achievements for women underlines

the resistance there has been to feminists’ entry into the local state.

Barriers to pracﬁce

The literature reaches two conclusions about why the impact of women's initiatives is so
meagre. First, initiatives for women have been understaffed and under resourced due to a
lack of political support from the Labour left described above (Button 1984).
Consequently much of their work has been marginal to local authority activity (Coyle
1989:46). Only a few London and large metropolitan Labour councils have stood out as
exceptions. Practitioners have claimed that the lack of a statutory basis contributed to
produce incoherent political and managerial frameworks for equality delivery which were
often unworkable®. The second observation is that a piecemeal result was and should
have been predictable since women’s initiatives set out to transform the accepted
organisation and structures of local authority work (Little 1994:89, Coyle 1989:47). They
were attempting to change the status quo, an objective that was bound to produce

resistance.

It is one thing to set up a formal local government body, such as a Women's
Committee, and to formulate policy recommendations. It is quite another to
implement policies, to change what local authorities do - how they actually

# Women involved at councillor and officer level have had to fight for budgets, create forms of
organisation and determine priorities on a hand-to-mouth basis, and with no blueprints (Wilson
1987:129).
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employ staff, buildings and equipment to deliver services in local areas
(Halford and Duncan 1991:7-8).

One of the first things that many women’s initiatives say they did was to commission
surveys into the use and perception by women of local authority services. This
proved that there had been a failure by service departments to recognise, let alone

respond to, women’s demands:

Without the distinctive experience and perception of women, impractical,
clumsy and downright discriminatory decisions were made, even by the most
progressive Labour councils (Goss 1989:143).

Practitioners consider that generalised indifference and a lack of knowledge about
the purpose of equal opportunities for women has caused the most widespread
resistance to change (Coyle 1989:44). The literature describes how initiatives used
hard facts to prompt managers to consider equality recommendations, with some
success. They report that managers began to act out of personal conviction, but also
out of a desire for personal career development when it became evident that the

policies were there to stay (Riley 1990:65).

For the small number of managers who were won round it seems that there were
many more who were blinded by the institutionalised nature of sexism and acted to
uphold it. Women’s initiatives describe how they faced active resistance from
departments, who did not want to give up notions of professional expertise to listen
to what women wanted. Halford and Duncan, in their study of equality delivery,
have described the departments in Haringey London Borough as a collection of
‘empires’ and loose fiefdoms (Halford & Duncan 1991:13). These fiefdoms resented
any encroachment on their territory. Resistance to change was made easier by the
insular nature of departments and their careful and deliberate hoarding of reliable
and up-to-date information. It is a description that is common in the case study

accounts that follow in Chapters 5,6 and 7.

40



Women’s initiatives describe how they have been hampered in their efforts to
demand greater co-operation from bureaucratic departments because of their own
status in the bureaucracy. Very often women’s officer positions were graded at a low

1**. Coupled with a lack of adequate resources women’s officers consider that

leve
they have been in a weak negotiating position vis a vis authority colleagues and
superiors in other departments. The lack of clarity of their remit and reporting lines

has reduced their scope of action. (Riley 1990:59).

Feminists’ expectations of what could be achieved have created barriers. Riley
(1990:60) speaks of a ‘superwoman’ image emerging in response to the multiple
tasks involved in setting up and running women’s initiatives. Women report how

they ended up working ineffectively far beyond their ‘official’ capacity.

The [clerical assistant] ends up being a counsellor, social worker and general
information worker to the women who contact the unit about an enormous
range of issues, although she’s only paid to do routine paperwork (cited by
Stone 1988:34).

It is clear from officers’ accounts that they made very personal commitments to
women’s liberation and so inflicted enormous expectations on themselves, increasing
the pressure. Their work was a personal test of loyalty. It was also something many
of them enjoyed and readily carried over into their social lives. As Riley points out
‘no other Council Officer would ever be expected to, or would themselves expect to,
successfully carry through such multifarious roles’ (1990:60). This mind set has
made the recruitment of assistants or successors problematic. It has also meant that
many feminists after a long period of activity have been ‘burnt out’ and left the job
in search of less stressful activity. The literature recognises that pressure on women’s
officers to perform was applied by councillors and community women. Both these
groups had unrealistically high hopes about the nature and speed of change that was

possible.

24 The rationale behind this decision was to avoid intimidating potential candidates from the women’s
movement and to reduce opposition from authority officers.
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The literature’s description of the bureaucratic barriers is one of its most valuable
contributions to our assessment of contemporary practice, since it contains details of
the change strategies which practitioners have developed. However, perhaps because
of the notion that women’s initiatives were a phenomenon of the 1980s radicalism in
local government, practitioners since the 1990s have not considered their experiences
to be relevant. This is an oversight that this thesis aims to address. It argues that not
only are there valuable lessons from the early practice of women’s initiatives, but
also that the stages and conditions that they describe may be necessary prerequisites
for the development of the more sophisticated gender approaches to equality delivery

that are currently being promoted.

This chapter has reviewed the location, structures and agenda of women's initiatives
in the local state in the UK, from their inception until 1990. The next chapter takes
up the practitioners' accounts again to describe what has happened to the provision in
the very different economic and political context of the last decade. It examines the

policy and theoretical arguments that have shaped this development.
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Contemporary Equality Delivery: Policy, Practice and its
Theorisation

This chapter brings the account of women’s initiatives up to date. It begins by
reviewing practitioners' responses to the changes to women's initiatives in the
early 1990s. Many practitioners have interpreted the closures and changes to
specialist women's provision as evidence of a reassertion of patriarchy in the
Labour Party. In contrast, a minority view has emerged and begun to question the
usefulness of the original structural form of women's initiatives in the changed
economic and political context of local government. It argues for the
development of a strategic approach to equality delivery that involves the
mainstream. The validity of integrating practice into the mainstream is supported
by recent feminist theoretical analysis of the nature of women’s paid employment
and feminist contributions to organisational theory. Leading contributions to this

debate are examined.

Practitioners in Europe have mirrored the thinking of some of the UK's
practitioners. European feminists working through the institutions of the
European Union have developed a strategy of mainstreaming gender equality. In
1996, it was launched throughout the Union’s practice and structures. I describe
this strategy in detail since it has influenced the debate in the UK. The chapter
concludes by asking how the European and UK conceptualisations of
mainstreaming differ. It suggests that a new way of conceptualising the
achievement of sex equality is needed in order to adequately describe and analyse

the changes that have taken place in the UK.
Women’s initiatives in the 1990s

Practitioners discuss the reorganisation of women’s initiatives in terms of

economic and political expediency. First, the legislative agenda of Margaret
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Thatcher’s government (1979-1991) began a process of change in local
government, that transformed its role from that of a service provider to a manager
of contracted services'. This process was accompanied by tight financial
restrictions on public spending which necessitated the reorganisation and
downsizing of local government functions. The implicit motive of this agenda
was to discredit and heavily penalise Labour controlled authorities. The literature
reports that spending cuts resulted in a severe reduction or freeze on the grant aid
and revenue budgets of women’s initiatives and, in some cases, redundancies of

staff (Parkin 1992:23).

Second, the previous chapter established that women's initiatives have never been
supported by a majority of Labour members, as their number and level of
resourcing attests. However, in the early 1990s, practitioners have reasserted the
view that the party saw their work as politically expendable. Against a backdrop
of sensational right wing media coverage, which branded women's initiatives as
part of the 'loony left', practitioners describe how ‘the mandarins of Walworth
Road’ sent instructions to local party offices instructing that politically
contentious activities should be reined in because they were damaging the party’s
election chances (Taylor 1996). The lack of political support served to exacerbate
the financial position of many initiatives. In practitioners' opinion it also gave a
signal to existing critics that their work was marginal and could justifiably be

closed down (Taylor 1996).

Tables 1, 2 and 3 in the previous chapter illustrate that the rise and fall of
women’s initiatives mirrors the political fortunes of their hosts. The trends are

summarised in Table 1 below. During the period 1980 — 1997 provision for

! The Thatcher Government’s policy agenda for local authorities aimed to impose monetarist
controls on public spending and introduce market forces in areas of work traditionally regarded as
part of the public sector. These changes were fuelled as much by the new right belief in the free
market, as by Margaret Thatcher’s personal determination to break the power of the public sector
unions, which had been so apparent during the winter of strikes in 1979. The strategic realisation
of these policies manifested itself in the development of legislation to control local authority
spending through the block grant system; the requirement for local authorities to submit the
management of certain service areas to market discipline, through compulsory competitive
tendering; the imposition of central control on local authority planning jurisdiction through the
introduction of Enterprise Zones and Urban Development Corporations; and lastly the
replacement of the rates system with a community charge, which was intended to sensitise
electorates to the spending levels of their local (Labour) authority (Stewart & Stoker 1995).
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women’s initiatives in the new urban left strongholds (London, Scotland, the
large metropolitan cities outside the capital) was reduced as these authorities
faced particularly stringent cuts to their block grants. Women's initiatives across
the sector show a shift from specialist to a generic equality focus and from full
standing status with decision-making powers, to sub or even non-committee

status with a purely advisory role. Many were closed.

1986 and 1988 (Halford & Duncan 1991)

Region Women's Women’s Other Other Sub- Non-cmte Status
Committee Sub-cmte. committee cmte. initiative unclear

TOTAL 22 (34%) 9 (14%) 8 (13%) 7(11%) 13 (21%) 5 (8%)

N=64

1991 NALGWC

TOTAL 16 (26%) 11 (18%) 9 (14%) 13 (21%) 13 (21%)

N= 62

1996 WLAN

TOTAL 9 (16%) 7 (12.5%) 10 (18%) 21 (37.5%) 9 (16%)

N=56

Table 1: Summary of changes to women's initiatives (see Tables 1-3 in previous

chapter)

Even in the early 1990s, as initiatives fought to maintain their budgets and
specialist status some practitioners were unsure of the value of what they were
defending. They acknowledged that equality work had always been seen as an
add-on to the core business of local government. As the financial cuts started, it
changed to being labelled a luxury (Stone 1988). Specialist provision had
consistently been stereotyped as ‘feminist policing’. The literature acknowledges
that a top down approach to impose and uphold equal opportunities practice was
not only the antithesis of the meaning of equality, but also provoked fear and

opposition which was counter to the main objective (Button 1984).

Positive action methods targeting women are an example of a type of feminist
practice that typifies the concerns feminists have had about the merits of their
approach. Practitioners report that these measures prompted angry questions from

authority staff, demanding to know why women had been specially singled out.
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Resistance was rooted in a lack of understanding about women’s equality, but also the
use of discrimination in respect to men’s rights and opportunities (Fritchie 1988,
Webb & Liff 1988). Women's officers recall that it was not only men who asked why
they were excluded. Women too expressed concerns that these measures undermined
their ability, as they implied that women need a helping hand. Some women also felt
excluded. Positive action programmes ignored their different needs. For example
training programmes for women managers were irrelevant to the majority of women
with few qualifications, who were primarily concerned to hold on to jobs that fitted

with their domestic circumstances (Davis, Holland & Minhas 1990).

Caught in a vicious circle women’s officers describe how they simultaneously tried to
improve the profile of their work by mitigating the effects of a women-only focus and
increasing its scope. They deliberately looked for other officers to take on the work,
or disguised feminist objectives by inserting them under the heading of another
agenda (Stone 1988). They attempted to work in consensual rather than authoritative
ways. This strategy relied upon identifying sympathetic individuals with the power to
open access to funds, and, in a hostile environment, to force compliance from staff.
Some descriptions conclude that the most effective equality work was achieved in
departments that took on an equality remit for themselves (Parkin 1992). They
underline the importance of ownership as a mechanism which can raise people’s
consciousness so that they can come to understand how equality principles can be
incorporated to their work and indeed enhance it (Young 1989). Ownership had to be
. built up slowly, individual by individual, but as a strategy it was then more

sustainable and did not involve policing or imposition.

In the early 1990s, a minority of local government practitioners were arguing that this
strategy should be formalised as a new way forward. They considered that specialist
provision was still essential but that instead of remaining in separate structures
women’s officers should be integrated into central structures. The focus of their work
would then be to transfer the responsibility for the equality agenda to key individuals
in mainstream departments, who had the means to deliver it through their own

particular power structure (Parkin 1996).
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One of the most succinct diagnosis of the changes required, was delivered by Gurbux

Singh, Chief Executive Officer of the London Borough of Haringey, in May 1991 to a
conference organised by the Local Government Information Unit entitled 'Priority for

Equality'. He argued that the way forward was to mainstream equal opportunities. He

described mainstreaming as the long-term strategy for equal opportunities in the

context of the privatisation of the public services”. In this scenario he reasoned:

It is unlikely that existing equal opportunities structures can survive. ... Equal
opportunities cannot forever remain on the sidelines and the day has come
when it has to be owned and incorporated into mainstream functions (LGIU
1991:6).

He recommended to delegates that authorities needed small centralised equalities
structures to fulfil a development and monitoring function. This would be
accompanied by mainstreaming of equalities work to all service staff, supported by

effective monitoring and evaluation systems and named implementers.

'In this way' he concluded 'I feel that each main service can begin to feel the
ownership of its equalities initiatives as never before' (LGIU 1991:6).

There are very few records describing the unofficial decisions that women’s officers
made to embed their practice more comprehensively and securely into the
mainstream, as economic circumstances became more acute in the early 1990s. In
1991, the Institute of Local Government Studies commissioned Parkin to research
“Women’s Units at a time of change’. Parkin had experience of working in two large
women’s units both of which had been abolished by incoming Conservative |
administrations (Greater London Council’s Women’s Support Unit, Women’s Unit in
Ealing LB).

She argues in her report that the size and variety of barriers to women’s equality,
meant that progress was unlikely to be made without women’s officers to ‘initiate,
catalyse, co-ordinate and argue for change’ (Parkin 1992:24). Her study demonstrated

that maintaining a focus on women was important to practitioners®. However, the

? Here, he was referring not only to equal opportunities for women, but also black and ethnic minority
groups and people with disabilities.

* The women’s officers, who she spoke to, were reluctant to become generic equalities officers since
this role ‘speaks with a language other than the earlier emphasis on women’s rights/oppression’ (Parkin
1992:5).
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difficulties posed by gross under resourcing due to capping, and marginalisation
caused by structural and ideological separation, had forced women’s officers to
experiment with a variety of strategies, which acknowledged that an exclusive
emphasis on the sanctity of women’s practice and structure was ineffective at bringing
change. Parkin had recognised the problems of exclusive practice from her own

experience working at the GLC WCSU:

The unit became a little island off the shore of the local state unable to
challenge it successfully. It was a model perfectly appropriate to working
outside the state, building alliances with the local women’s movement, but an
unsuccessful model to attempt to shift power within the state (emphasis in the
original, Parkin 1990, cited in Parkin 1992).

She constructed a continuum to describe the different strategies which women’s

officers were using (Table 2).

Inside the Council Outside the Council
1 Hectoring /Policing: Feminist Island:
e Direct attack on sexist attitudes and practice. e Organises events appealing mainly to feminists
o  Unit represents feminist wisdom. e  Unit does not address the way the Council
operates
2 Establishing procedures/monitoring: Women’s Committee work:
e Set up policies, guidelines ¢  Supports women’s voluntary sector
o  Women’s Unit as a catalyst to assist others to ¢ Introduces new services to Council’s remit
act
3 Collaborative work: Joint initiatives:
o  Working with departments on joint projects e Collaborates with external agencies
e  Women’s Unit as facilitating partner e Engages with Council’s wider agenda e.g.
around safety, poverty, health
4 Incorporation: Work with traditional roles:
e  Working to support women’s traditional role e Supports traditional women’s services
e Women’s Unit no longer represents a challenge | ¢ Manages Council's existing provision as it
relates to women

Table 2: Strategies for change used by women’s initiatives, representing a
continuum of feminist practice (adapted from Parkin 1992).

As practitioners moved from 1 to 4 the council’s acceptance of the women’s equality
work increased, as simultaneously its feminist challenge decreased. Strategies 2 and 3
attempt to integrate women’s officers while maintaining a focus on women’s
oppression. As Stone commented four years earlier, it was a balance that women’s

officers found hard to achieve.
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As far as women’s issues were concerned, the crux of the difficulty of finding
a workable political mechanism seemed to be the need to provide a forum
where women’s issues could be discussed and politics ‘developed’ without
‘dilution’ ... but at the same time ensuring that they were fed and acted on by
the mainstream (Stone 1988).

The discussion of the GLC WCSU in Chapter 2 demonstrates that the need to make
feminist principles workable was an issue that women’s officers were aware of from
the beginning and tackled instinctively. However, for the first time in the early 1990s,
this debate reached a wider audience and practitioners started publicising and

recording their integration strategies.

One of the most favoured models, described in Parkin’s research and discussed in the
context of the Women’s Local Authority Network (WLAN) conferences in 1996, was
based on a free standing women’s initiative with formalised links into department
management structures. These links could either be in the form of policy planning
mechanisms (action plans) or dedicated officers whose work was co-ordinated by the
unit. This structure was very similar to the model Gurbux Singh had advocated (LGIU
1991).

The consciousness of the decision to deliberately and cannily find disguises for
feminist practice in order to embed it into mainstream procedures was most clearly
explained by the Head the Equalities Unit in a Scottish authority (see Appendix 2 for
list of case study data). My discussion with her was part of my primary fieldwork in
November 1996, in which I piloted my data collection template. Scottish authorities
had not been subject to the same degree of financial pressure as their English
counterparts in the early 1990s. The financial situation only became difficult after the
local government reorganisation of Scotland in 1996. The Head of the Unit had
insisted on the generic title of 'equalities' to avoid the stereotype attached to women’s
officers. In her view this helped post-holders perform in the job and also in their
future career choices. She had deliberately attached staff to individual departments so
that each member of the team achieved an individual profile for equality expertise.
Their posts were safe guarded because each team member therefore was seen as a
necessary player. With a contact in every department the unit's strategy was to ensure

that it was involved in all city-wide projects. This involvement was either nominal,
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achieved by including a commitment to equality in the framework documents (for
example in city regeneration), or practical, whereby the unit was a full partner in cross
agency work. Local women’s use of leisure services was one example where the
benefits of considering equality implications had paid off. The city had the highest
participation rate of women in Britain. The unit used this example to argue that it
could contribute to the achievement of the authority’s efficiency and service quality

objectives.

‘Inequality has developed over several 1000 years so we’re not going to get
rid of it. The equalities unit has to make an impact, and to maximise its impact
we have to integrate. ... I’'m not optimistic about our chances, I’m realistic.
It’s hard work and we always have to be on our toes. The rules are changing,
the financial situation between local and central government is changing, staff
are changing although not quickly enough at the top. We need them to pass the
equality message on for it to become part of the culture. I never look at what
we’ve achieved, I’m always looking at what needs to be done,’ said the Head
of the Equalities Unit (FJ 8:1).

Parkin had drawn similar conclusions. She argued that, in the context of the switch to
competitive delivery of council services, strategies to work collectively with other
agencies, constructing shared or parallel goals, were the most effective. She also
highlighted the need for women’s initiatives to maximise the opportunities of other

agendas such as customer care, local management in schools and concerns about

demographic change (see Riley 19904). She ended her report as follows:

By incorporating equalities dimensions to these areas of work the issues are
not left behind as the tide turns. Islands of feminist practice in the local state
will no longer be nourished; feminist practice has to be transported to the
mainland. Yet it needs practitioners there too in order to survive. (Parkin
1992:30)

The development of theories of gendered organisations
Feminist theory in the areas of work and organisations has supported arguments
for a shift in feminist practice through its reconceptualisation of the nature of

state power. An understanding of men’s power as fluid, circumstantial and

4 ‘Effective equality programmes at the local level can ensure that limited Council resources and
services are targeted to those most in need, such as lone parents. The effective promotion of other
services, such as leisure to women, black and ethnic minorities, people with disabilities — can result in a
more intensive use of scarce resources’ (Riley 1990:49).
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primarily perpetuated through language and culture recommends the use of
vanguard actions to chip away at conceptual constructions. Strategies based on an
all-or-nothing objective of women's equality risk reinforcing stereotypes, and do
not make use of the opportunities for effecting change through the micro level of
interaction. This literature recognises partial solutions as achievements rather
than as failures or feminist concessions. A focus on pragmatic engagement allows
for gendered as well as women only strategies. It encourages feminists to form a

closer relationship with the mainstream and its economic concerns.

Feminist academics have engaged with organisational theory to explore the
patriarchal nature of the practices of the state and other institutions. Their
analysis of the agency of organisational members suggests that 'the mainstream'
is not a coherent entity but a diverse collection of routines, dialogues and
structures, which individuals can effectively influence, and over time

permanently re-configure.

Halford was one of the first theorists to look critically at the claim of women’s
initiatives that the patriarchal state was actively co-opting the women's movement's
energies. The empty rhetoric of the host councils was put forward as evidence of
patriarchy in action. Halford has attempted to measure this phenomenon of
‘tokenism’>. She concludes that it is too simplistic to say that tokenism applied to the
experience of all women’s initiatives, since no allowances had been made for the
ways in which local ‘social relations’ vary (Halford 1988:258). Subsequent empirical
studies of other employment sectors support the view that all social interaction and
activity in bureaucracies has a gendered subtext (for example Acker 1992, Cockburn
1991). It was the meanings and stereotypes attached to different relationships and

behaviour that was keeping women in their place.

Parkin and Maddock (1992) have used the concept of gendered cultures to describe
the nature of patriarchal power in organisations. They suggested that gendered
cultures are the unwritten rules and expectations about men’s and women's behaviour

at work. They are oppressive towards anyone except the dominant group of men.

* Sometimes called gesture politics’.
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Significantly, they identified several cultures, such as the barrack yard® culture, in
which men suffered similar pressure and exigency as women on a similar
occupational grade. Their typology implies that patriarchal power operates to set up

different expectations of gender roles in different workplaces.

Acker (1992) has made a key contribution to our understanding of how gender

identity is constructed at work and can determine women's behaviour. She says:

Gender is not something that people are, in some inherent sense, although we
may consciously think about ourselves in this way. Rather, for the individual
and the collective it is a daily accomplishment that occurs in the course of
participation in work organisations, as well as in many other locations and
relations (Acker 1992:250).
She goes on to argue that gender construction is not neutral. In her view it usually
(although not exclusively) results in the symbolic or material subordination of women
(Acker 1992:251). Her analysis provides a framework to which a large number of
studies can contribute. Based on an understanding of the social construction and
performance of gender, these studies no longer appear to represent individual snap-

shots of women’s experience in the workplace, but are examples of how gendered

identities such as manager, dinner-lady come to be formulated.

Cockburn’s wide range of research on women’s employment records a large number
of ways in which gender identity, premised on different masculine and feminine
emotions, sexuality and bodies, permeates working life. She challenges the biological
essentialist view of men’s domination through physical strength by suggesting it is
both socially constructed and politically acquired and organised (Cockburn 1981:43).
She notes the deliberate de/sexualising of men and women in organisations, for
example through uniforms, office layouts and companies’ rewards. Stanko (1988) and
Pringle (1989) have clarified the way in which women’s traditional occupations have
been routinely sexualised and their subordination eroticised. One such occupation is
that of personal assistant or secretary. Pringle’s research showed that the female
secretaries in her study were fulfilling the gendered role of ‘office wife’ (Pringle
1989).

8 This culture is driven by the profit motive and enforced by fear of unemployment and bullying
managers.
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Acker (1992) has suggested that individuals formulate their gender identity in
relationship to their understanding and experience of hierarchical structure,
interpersonal relationships, personal reflection and discursive and symbolic
representation. These four areas represent categories for analysis. In the course of
every day interaction individuals do not differentiate between them. All areas
contribute to reinforce the subjective patterning of an individual’s gendered identity.
The contributions of a number of key studies are listed below according to these

analytical categories.

Structural: Kanter (1976) Career progression, women’s mobility up the hierarchy sends out

observable effect — | a positive or negative message to women.

hierarchies, Hearn (1982) portrayal of women as natural carers and hence their suitability

building layouts, for personal service occupations is deliberately perpetuated by professional

logos associations' membership.

Personal and Acker & Von Houten (1992) Recruitment and discipline procedures mimic the

interpersonal: mechanisms of control which women experience in their domestic situation.

Repeated Adkins (1995) a lack of support procedures and dismissive attitudes of

behaviour, events, managers serve to condone sexual harassment.

Experience

Symbolic: Pringle (1989) Stereotypes of domestic relationships are imposed at work, for

vocabularies, buzz | example the ‘office mother’.

words Adkins (1995) segregation of women and men to different jobs in the leisure
industry was premised on a belief in women’s ‘sexual availability’ and
attractiveness and men’s ‘strength’.

Figure 1: Summary of feminist literature grouped according to Acker’s
analytical categories (Acker 1992).

Feminist organisational theory has convincingly argued that the negotiation of gender
and sexual identity between bureaucratic colleagues does play a part in determining
women’s status in the workforce. However, these descriptions do not tackle the form
of political action which needs to be taken in order to overcome these bureaucratic
barriers. Adkins (1995), has pulled the question of feminist practice back into an
economic framework of analysis. She is interested to explore how gendered ideas,
images and cultures act to produce the material inequalities of the labour market and

how women can challenge them to bring about change.
Marxist feminist theories of women’s oppression under systems of patriarchy and

capital cannot supply an answer to Adkins’ question. This work mainly has been part

of a larger project to clarify feminism’s relationship to the socialist movement. For
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example, the explanations of Rowbotham, Segal & Wainwright (1979) Hartmann
(1979) Mclntosh (1978), Bruegel (1982), Walby (1986) are too abstract to supply
models for daily feminist practice in the state. More recently Australian academics
have attempted to plug this gap. Watson (1990) came from the defensive atmosphere
of British academic feminism into the clout and sophistication of Australian women’s
politics - typified by the operation of the ‘femocrat’’. Drawing on her new
environment, Watson’s edited collection of essays addressed the failure of feminist
literature to focus usefully on practice. Explicitly, it kept the theoretical framework of
women’s oppression, but attempted to apply it to the local political situation and to

employ post-modern ideas of the fluidity of power (Watson 1990).

In attempting to draw together all these theoretical approaches Watson recommends
Pateman’s conception of ‘fraternity’ as a useful starting point (Pateman 1988). The
concept of ‘fraternity’ accommodates a diverse number and nature of gender positions
while recognising oppression. It expects different degrees of oppression to arise due
to differences within the gender groups®. Unlike the blanket definitions of ‘patriarchy’
(Walby 1986) and ‘male dominance’ (Burstyn 1983), ‘fraternity’ comes closer to
recognising the intersecting effects of class, race, disability, deviance etc. on an
individual’s position in the bureaucratic hierarchy and in their contractual relationship
to the state (Pringle & Watson 1990:231). ‘Fraternity’ also uncovers the group-

interested’ norms that underpin ‘neutral’ state pronouncements and practices.
p p p

Along similar lines, Acker (1992) has developed an idea of the worker owning a
unique set of cultural characteristics. These characteristics are compared to an
organisation’s notion of an ideal worker under capitalism. An individual’s progress in
the organisation is dependent on the degree to which their personal characteristics
match those of the ‘abstract worker’. Acker understands that the abstract worker
implicitly displays male characteristics; it is therefore harder for women to match the
ideal. This ideal sustains patriarchal structures in a larger context than that of the

organisation. It is also important for the continuance of the capitalist system that

’ The Australian term for women bureaucrats.

¥ Thus while men oppress women in general, a woman’s other identities can mediate to reverse this
relationship. For example a middle class woman may have more opportunities in the labour market
than an unskilled man. This analysis also accepts that some women may oppress other women.

54



assigns women to a domestic, reproductive role. The organisation actively uses the
individual’s gender and sexuality as resources in its engagement with the capitalist
context. For example capitalism uses women’s ‘weaker’ bodies or ‘caring’ nature as

the reason for women’s segregation into lower paid sectors of work.

So where does this leave practitioners wondering how to continue to practise their
politics in the state? Allen argues that the term ‘the state’ distracts feminists from
attending to the specificity of its individual parts (Allen 1990:34)'° and from
mounting effective resistance. She and Pringle and Watson agree that a concept of the
Marxist state has little meaning in the current political climate (Allen 1990, Pringle &
Watson 1990). Both writers urge feminists to prioritise their efforts to understand
their own local situation in order pragmatically to chip away at gendered

conceptualisations of power. Franzway ef al put it this way:

We need to know the ways masculinity is embedded in state structure, because
without clarifying the mechanisms of men’s power, it is impossible to
anticipate the ways in which potential feminist transformation may be
mobilised and men’s power reconstituted. At the same time we need to
identify points of opportunity and the mechanisms of change that make
successful strategies possible (Franzway et al (1989:32).

This last comment brings a mainstreaming strategy very much to mind. Tt recognises

the importance of changing the structure of mainstream thinking to effect material

changes, and the need to change the attitudes not only of men but also of women.

The mainstreaming strategy promoted by the European Union is one of the first
examples of feminist state practice, which explicitly reflects the understanding that
social inequality is caused by complex gendered power relations. The following
section describes the development of feminist equality delivery through the
institutions of the European Union, to explain how a recognition of gendered
organisational practices came to be expressed as an approach to mainstream gender

equality.

? The idea here is that among men there is a dominant group which dictates the behaviour and defines
the status of different sub groups of men.
' Such as the police and the criminal justice system.
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European development of a gender perspective in mainstream practice

The Union’s first legal commitment to equality arose unintentionally from economic
concerns'!. Article 119 of the founding Treaty of Rome (1957) enshrined the idea of
equal pay for equal work. The article was not developed in a meaningful way until the
1970s when plaintive cases, supported by the women's movement, were presented to
the European Court of Justice. The case law that these cases generated strengthened
the article in detail and description. The Commission went on to formalise its
commitment to the principle under the Delors presidency by issuing a series of
Directives which required member states to take legal action to ensure gender equality
in the areas of employment, social security and pay. It was persuaded to take this step
by external pressure coming from the women's movement across Europe (Hoskyns
1992). The Directives have provided a foundation on which a wide variety of national

social policy instruments have subsequently been developed.

The women's movement lobbied the Commission for a greater influence over the
control of the Union’s resources. In a mirror image to women's initiatives in the UK,
the Union established the Women's Rights Committee in the European Parliament and
an Equal Opportunities Unit in the European Commission’s Social Affairs
Department (DG V) to provide administrative support and policy guidance. The unit
is actively involved in devising policy, securing budget lines and carrying out
monitoring to support a raft of positive action projects run by women around Europe.
The main structure for these projects is the Community Action Programme for Equal
Opportunities for Women and Men. The resourcing and political support for this

provision has been modest and its achievements small scale'?.

The Community Action Programmes for Equal Opportunities provide a snapshot of
the development of the new understanding of the causes of women’s inequality. The

first two of these programmes (1981-1985 & 1986-1990) addressed women’s

'! The French government were concerned that the great disparity in the rates of pay between men and
women in Spain would put French businesses at a competitive disadvantage (Hoskyns 1992).

2 The positive action strategy of the Commission places no statutory demands on member states to
follow its lead. Hence the programmes rely on national groups to act to apply for funding and
information. The degree to which member states have taken up the opportunities offered by the action
programmes is largely determined by the activism of their women’s movements. Unlike the direct
impact of the Union's legislative instruments, the structural provision has had a more understated
influence in member states. It provides modest funding for women's projects, and a precedent for
targeted provision that can be used to strengthen the arguments of national lobbies.
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exclusion from the labour market and public institutions. The third programme (1991-
1995) targeted women's training opportunities in sectors where women were
particularly under-represented. All three programmes were based on the
understanding that women are a disadvantaged group, who require special treatment.
The fourth programme has promoted the strategy of mainstreaming. It recognises that
since the current social arrangements are perpetuated by gendered thinking, special
budgets and intervention on behalf of women are not enough to secure permanent
change. It places a new emphasis on gendered differences rather than on women’s

disadvantage.

How did mainstreaming gender equality emerge as the Union's new approach to
achieving social justice? Women working in the Equal Opportunities Unit developed
mainstreaming equality as part of the Union's platform at the 4" United Nations
Conference on Women, in Beijing in 1995. This was the first important public
articulation of the concept. The delegation succeeded in embedding the concept of
mainstreaming into the conference resolution. 14 national governments signed the
'Platform for Action', pledging to use a mainstreaming approach to address the critical

areas of concern in their national contexts. They have agreed that:

Governments and other actors should promote an active and visible policy of
mainstreaming a gender perspective in all policies and programmes, so that,
before decisions are taken, an analysis is made of the effects on women and
men, respectively (United Nations 1995, Item 25:13).

The new approach has received top level political support because of a unique
combination of political events, one of which was the entry to the Union of the Nordic
States in 1995. Norway'?, Sweden and Finland have the most advanced state equality
provision of the European nations, which has supported a tradition of women’s full
time paid employment. In an effort to redistribute the burden of domestic tasks (which
remained primarily the responsibility of women) the Nordic countries have moved

away from an analysis of women's problems to a perspective which focuses on men as

"* Norway did not become a member state in 1995, however it does have a special relationship with the
European Union.
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well. Their entry reinvigorated the debate about where the European Union's policy

was heading'®.

A focus on reordering the work and home lives of both genders fitted the European
analysis of the future of ebonomic growth. This analysis emphasised the increasing
contribution which women were making to member states’ workforces (EOR 1998).
The extension to the Union membership of the Eastern states, prompted a discussion
about the diversity of European citizens and the need for policies to be flexible
enough to take account of their different situations. A similar view has been taken by
trans-European businesses which have developed increasingly more sensitive,
individualised methods of human resource management to enhance every worker’s
potential contribution to performance and productivity. These methods contributed to
a business case for equal opportunities, enacted through strategies such as 'managing

diversity'.

Observers report that an important push came from the five women commissioners
who put up a spirited battle for a greater gender balance in the Union's institutions.
They were supported by the European Parliament which expressed its 'gross
dissatisfaction of the Commission's approach to equality' (Green 1998). It was no
coincidence that this demand should be raised at this time. The leader of the largest
group in the Parliament, the Party of European Socialists, Pauline Green considers
that the composition of 60% women MEPs have made a significant difference to the

Parliament's awareness of the issue of women’s equality (Green 1998).

In response to the women’s lobby and following the momentum generated by the
Beijing conference, Jacques Santer, as President of the Commission, established a
Group of Commissioners on Equal Opportunities in autumn 1995" to consider the
Union's equality project. On the group’s recommendation, the Commission issued a

Communication on Incorporating Equal Opportunities for Women and Men into all
Community Activities and Policies (COM (96) 67) in February 1996. This document

" There was concern in these countries that their convergence could result in a process of levelling
down national equality programmes to the lowest common European denominator (Rossilli 1997).
Their commissioners consequently put pressure on the President for the EU equality framework to be
strengthened.
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has been the basis for all subsequent action. The Communication clearly defines

equality in terms of a gender perspective.

The challenge is to build a new partnership between men and women to ensure
that both participate fully on an equal footing in all areas and that benefits of
progress are evenly distributed between them (COM (96) 67:2).

It goes on:

‘The promotion of equality must not be confused with the simple objective of
balancing the statistics: It is a question of promoting long-lasting changes in
parental roles, family structures, institutional practices, the organisation of
work and time etc. and does not only concern women, their personal
development and independence but also concerns men and the whole of
society (COM (96) 67:5). '

The Communication describes the Union’s conception of equality as both pluralistic

and humanistic, and consequently equal opportunities practice is a means of

encouraging progress towards democracy in Europe and the rest of the world (COM

(96) 67:1&5).

Mainstreaming is the strategic approach that describes how a gender perspective will
become the natural goal of all policy makers. The Communication recognises that this
mechanism needs to be more exhaustive than previous approaches'®. Mainstreaming
focuses on enhancing the influence of the Union's equality policy over the Union's
total resources (Crowley 1998). It aims to do this by mobilising 'all general policies
and measures specifically for the purpose of achieving equality' (COM (96) 67:2).
Specifically, its horizontal impact will be achieved through the 'simultaneous
mobilisation of legal instruments, financial resources and the Community's analytical
and organisational capacities' (COM (96) 67:5)"".

% The group has become a symbol of the Commission's commitment to equality. It also acts as a
clearing house for new policy suggestions and a think-tank to anticipate future policy (Crowley 1998).
'® An analysis of the ‘meagre’ resource base and ‘modest’ achievement of the existing equality policy
strengthened this determination (COM (96) 67:4)

'” The Communication identifies six key areas on which mainstreaming a gender perspective can
initially be focused (employment, entrepreneurs and SMEs, education and training, people's rights and
external relations) as well as the Commission's own personnel policy. It also targets the Structural
Funds, which, as the Community's main financial instrument, hold untapped potential for developing
equal opportunities work and carrying it forward.
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The Communication begins to tackle the practical implications of how to mainstream
a gender perspective. It recognises that this will involve 'nothing short of a cultural
transformation of individual behaviour as much as of attitudes and collective practice'
(COM (96) 67:1). It emphasises that progress will depend on a 'significant increase in
co-operation' (COM (96) 67:21) between departments and a stronger partnership with
member states and other players. Information and awareness is made a priority work
area (COM (96) 67:14). The Communication envisages that the Fourth Community
Action Programme on Equal Opportunities will play a lead role in disseminating good

practice.

The Equal Opportunities Unit has worked proactively to translate the policy
commitment into clear practice guidelines by commissioning empirical studies. It has
been keen to stress the continuity of mainstreaming with existing equality approaches,
most notably specialist women’s provision. It has attempted to tackle the simplistic
interpretation that mainstreaming involves the removal of specialiét accountability in

favour of general mainstream responsibility.

In January 1997 the Strategy Paper on Mainstreaming following up the
Communication (EQOP 02-97rev DG V/D/5) was published. It emphasises that a

mainstreaming strategy does not entail the discontinuation of positive action, because
a gender approach addressing 'neutral' policies may reveal discrimination which can
only be changed by developing 'specific action to accommodate the specific needs of
either women or men in the area in question'. The paper argues that a ‘dual and

complimentary’ approach is needed.

On one side the systematic application of gender impact analysis and its
continuous monitoring and evaluation of all community policies and activities.
On the other side, the continuation, and when feasible, strengthening of the
specific positive measures which are currently being applied (EQOP 02-97rev
DG V/D/5 Jan 1997:section 1).
Similarly, discussing the implications for personnel, the paper recommends that
responsibility for implementation in the Commission's own directorates 'should be
clearly anchored' in specific personnel at an appropriate organisational level and that
these individuals should be sufficiently trained. It does not therefore support generic

responsibility, but instead clearly states that the implementation of mainstreaming is a
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management responsibility. The long-term objective of the implementation process
should be that ‘all staff incorporate the gender and equal opportunities approach as a

basic reflex in their work’ (EQOP 02-97/rev DG V/D/S, Section 3.1), at which point

specialist staff would no longer be required.

The central objective to ensure that the gender perspective is a basic reflex of every
participant, at every stage of the policy making process, has given rise to the
development of a set of new policy instruments. These include gender proofing,
gender audits and gender impact assessments'®. These instruments have a dual
purpose. They secure gender sensitive outcomes to policies and also act as
mechanisms for raising policy makers’ awareness of the gender issues as they use

them in their daily work.

Commentators have argued that a mainstreaming strategy is ‘transformative’ (Rees
1996). I suggest that the European definition of a mainstreaming strategy has made
three important new contributions to the understanding and implementation of
equality objectives. First, the innovation of a mainstreaming approach arises from its
use of a gender perspective, which aims to make its outputs gender inclusive. As
already mentioned, it reflects the conceptual shift in our understanding of patriarchal
power. A focus on gender fits neatly with the Union's aim for closer integration of the
diversity of Europe's citizens. It also matches pluralistic arguments of the business
case for equal opportunities and the practical ideas of managing diversity.
Mainstreaming can be applied to both economic and socially driven agendas based on
individual merit and rights. It has a large number of possible supporters. Historically
some of the most significant advances for women’s rights have been made on the
basis of a liberal framework. It is an effective motivator for political action, since it
avoids blame and confrontation and offers everyone a share of the benefits. It attacks

the symptoms of inequality and escapes a debate about the causes.

'® Gender proofing - textual check to prevent gender bias. Gender audits - a collation of baseline
information about men and women's relative positions based on disaggregated statistics. Gender impact
assessment - the evaluation of projected policy outcomes by gender.
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Second, a mainstreaming approach formally recognises that the mainstream plays a
part in the creation of unequal social and economic relationships'®. An attempt to
achieve gender equality must therefore start at the top. Pauline Green speaking at the
UK Presidency event in 1998 suggested that the main achievement of the European
Union's recent equality policy has been to raise the 'profile' of equality (Green 1998).
For the first time there is an explicit recognition that without high level political
commitment nothing is achievable. The instructions to governments given out in the

Communication have been progressively strengthened®.

The third contribution is mainstreaming’s explanation of the interrelated nature of the
equality perspectives and methods. It argues for the need to keep legislative and
positive action strategies to address certain intractable circumstances. In this way it
provides a holistic conceptualisation of the equality agenda, reflecting the view of
academics such as Cockburn who has argued convincingly that all equality practice
can be viewed as being on a continuum stretching from short-term to long-term
objectives (1990). The new gender tools that mainstreaming has added to the
practitioners’ armoury are concerned with women and men's relative situations®’.
These instruments are couched in language that managers can understand, which

helps to make the prospect of gender awareness less threatening and more accessible.

1% The UN defines 'the mainstream' in the gender guidelines for its development programme. It is
clearly the target for mainstreaming instruments;
e  What is the mainstream?

An interrelated set of dominant ideas and development directions and the decisions of actions

taken in accordance with these. It has two aspects - ideas (theories and assumptions) and practices

(decisions and actions). Mainstream ideas and practices determine who gets what. They provide

the rationale for the allocation of resources.
e  What is being mainstreamed?

The legitimacy of gender equality as a fundamental value that should be reflected in development

choices and institutional practices.

e  What is the target of mainstreaming? Who or what are we trying to change?

The developing country (governments and programmes and the general society)
(www.UNDP.organisation/gender/ Guidelines for agencies wishing to build capacity for gender
mainstreaming)

* The Amsterdam Treaty, signed in 1997, gave gender equality a legal basis for the first time in the
Union's history. On this basis, the Union's Employment Strategy published in 1998 promoted equal
opportunities as one of its four central 'pillars’. Member states are required to formulate actions and
targets for each pillar in their annual National Action Plans, bringing equal opportunities to the centre
of government policy-making. A similar revolution will be effected among regional policy makers in
2000 when new guidelines for the Structural Funds come into force making equality opportunities
outcomes an allocation criteria.

2! These are tools for policy makers, designed primarily for large public institutions and organisations.
There is a lack of practical advice for smaller companies and a lack of vision about the possible results
that raising awareness of gender among smaller workforces could achieve. Managing diversity faces a
similar dilemma.
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The conceptualisation of changes in women’s equality practice

The robust development of mainstreaming at a European level appears to represent a
new phase in European equality delivery. It is possible to argue that the UK
practitioners, who have protested strongly against adopting a mainstreaming approach
simply have not moved on from a strategy of positive action and an all-or-nothing
attitude towards the goal of women’s equality. This prognosis falls back on an
explanation of equality developments as linear and progressive. The last section of
this chapter argues that to understand the reasons behind the ambivalence of
practitioners in the UK to mainstreaming, it is first necessary to change our
conceptualisation of equal opportunities practice in the 1990s from a linear to a

holistic framework.

It is most usual for feminist literature to divide the political campaigns for women’s
equality into three distinct historical periods, first, second and most recently, third
wave feminism. First wave feminism describes the period of campaigning for

~ women’s suffrage at the turn of the century that was based on the liberal principles of
equal rights and treatment before the law. Second wave feminism is said to have
arisen in the context of the radical social movements of 1960s and is typified by
demands for positive action and separate women’s provision. Finally, in the 1990’s,
feminist politics has been influenced by post-modern thinking and a critique of the
essentialist nature of second wave feminism. It claims to recognise the differences
between women which in some cases can result in their situation being more similar

to that of men than other women.

Ist Wave | 2nd Wave 3rd Wave
1918 - 1960 - 1980 - present
Equal treatment Women only Gender
Equal rights & opportunities Equality of outcome Equal valuing of difference
Legislative response Institutional provision Gender sensitive policy
instruments

Figure 2: Northern European Equality Timeline
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A periodic description assumes that there has been a causal relationship between each
phase. Hence according to this description, in the 1990s we have progressed
irreversibly on from the mistakes of a women only approach to one that focuses on
gender. The timeline implies that each phase is distinct from the one which came
before. I would argue that few women’s movements, if any, can describe their
experience in this linear way. For the women’s movement and its equality practice in
the UK, these divisions do not capture the complexities of the struggle on the ground
or place those struggles in their temporal, spatial and social context (Horelli 1998,
Bennett, Booth & Yeandle 1998). A periodised conceptualisation can cause us
mistakenly to label UK practitioners, who are resisting a mainstreaming approach, as

backward.

As a result of my close collaboration with colleagues at CRESR*, I suggest that
contemporary practice of women’s equality practitioners is simultaneously being
exposed to the different perspectives of all three periods. These perspectives can be
described as an equal treatment perspective, a women’s perspective and a gender
perspective. They recommend three different types of practical actions; respectively,
legislation, institutional provision and gender sensitive policy instruments. Different
national and local women’s initiatives have pursued certain methods and certain
perspectives in preference to others because of their particular political and economic
contexts. The challenge that the European mainstreaming approach has laid down is
that if any of these perspectives are weak (not only the newest gender perspective)

then the potential for the achievement of equality is undermined.

The metaphor of a ‘three legged stool’ is an apt way of visualising how the three
perspectives complement each other. Each ‘leg’ of the stool represents one of the
three perspectives. These perspectives all work together to achieve gender equality in
all social arrangements, which is the necessary underpinning of a feminist
commitment to a more egalitarian society. The diversity of equality work and of
socio-political contexts mean that the ‘three legged stool’ may be uneven. One or
more of the perspectives will be less developed than the others in temporal and spatial

locations. Arguably, the gender perspective will be the least developed since it is the

22 Yeandle, Booth & Bennett (1999)
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newest perspective and has arisen from an analysis of the shortcomings of the other
two. It is possible to find examples of how the equal treatment perspective and the
women’s perspective are mutually supportive. Many women’s initiatives depend on
legal precedents, for example, in the use of quotas to give preference to women in
elections to unrepresentative government structures. Similarly, campaigning from a
women’s perspective has put pressure on governments to strengthen their

implementation of anti-discrimination laws.

EQUAL TREATMENT WOMEN’S
PERSPECTICE PERSPECTIVE
| I

LEGISLATION POSITIVE ACTION
Equal rights for Value women’s
women and men di He

EQUALITY Yference

A
GENDER

PERSPECTIVE

GENDER POLICY

INSTRUMENTS

Value difference equally

Equal treatment perspective: Describes actions that guarantee women the same rights and the same
opportunities in the public sphere as men. Its main way of delivery is
through statutory and mandatory legal instruments.

Women’s perspective: Women’s initiatives have operated on the understanding that women
are a disadvantaged group in society who deserve and require
particular treatment to rectify past experience of oppression that has
become institutionalised. Delivered through specialist provision and
positive action programmes.

Gender perspective: Aims to transform the organisation of society to a fairer distribution of
human responsibilities. It focuses on men’s roles as well as those of
women and acknowledges the differences between women’s
situations. The transformation of men’s lives is premised on the
assumption that men are not deliberate oppressors of women but can
also be disempowered by current social arrangements. New
instruments for gendered policy making have been developed.

Figure 3: The Equality Stool
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How can the model of the equality stool assist in the search for a more sophisticated

understanding of practitioners’ behaviour in the UK?

Applying the equality stool to UK equal opportunities practice

In the UK the equal treatment perspective is symbolised by women’s
enfranchisement, the legal acts for women’s equality, most notably the Sex
Discrimination Act ( 1975)23 and the pseudo legal instruments such as industrial
tribunals rulings. This framework came about due to pressure on the British
government from the women’s movement, but also as a result of women’s lobbying at

12*. The Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC), the non

a European leve
governmental agency that was set up to implement the Sex Discrimination Act, has
significantly advanced the scope of the UK’s legislative base through case law,
especially in the area of employment practice. Although its remit describes an equal
treatment perspective, the EOC has at times represented all three perspectives. It has
used positive action tools to promote equal opportunities initiatives to private
employers and public policy makers. It has also recently funded research to establish
best practice guidelines for gender sensitive policy delivery (EOC 1998). Its ability to
act as a co-ordinating body for the development of the three perspectives and methods

is limited however because of its own shortage of funding and staff,

The women’s perspective in the UK is most strongly represented by women’s
initiatives at the local government level. They have developed positive action policies
and methods, for example the use of women-only training to address women’s
vertical and horizontal segregation in the labour market. As Chapter 2 described,
positive action strategies and hence the women’s perspective has no statutory basis.
This has acted as a barrier to women’s initiatives’ achievements. The Sex
Discrimination Act has endorsed some areas of their work. For example the notion of
indirect discrimination has enabled practitioners to act against subjective recruitment
practices, which have been developed due to lack of awareness and ‘tradition’. The

lack of legislative authority may partly explain why women's practitioners in local

% Also the Equal Pay Act 1970 and amendments to existing legislation, such as changes to social
security etc.

* Changes in legislation at the European level were passed on to the UK when it signed the Treaty of
Rome in 1971.
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government are very reluctant to embrace the gender perspective and a set of tools

that rely on the mainstream taking action.

Feminist theorists have contributed to the development of a gender perspective. It
emerged from an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of equality delivery using
positive action strategies and hence is a response to the women’s perspective. The
emergence of a politics of identity, discussed in Chapter 1, highlighted the differences
between women as well as between women and men. The gender perspective
emphasises the relevance of men’s lives and ambitions to the equality debate, and
moves away from the idea of women as a homogeneous group, by recognising that
there are differences between women due to factors such as class, race and age. It
addresses the feelings of resentment caused by the use of positive action, which
placed all women together in opposition to all men, often against many women’s

wishes.

Although feminist theorising has contributed to the emergence of a gender perspective
in Britain, it has been mainly developed in practice by the private sector acting out of
economic interests. Business has been one of the key proponents of an heterogeneous
approach to customers and workers in order to better meet their needs and maximise
their capacities. This has manifested itself in the business case for equal opportunities
and 'managing diversity'. The former is a set of arguments which make a case of the
advantages of providing equal opportunities for men and women workers, in terms of
profitability and efficiency. Examples of programmes which adopted the business
case are Opportunity 2000, focusing on women in management and Investors in
People, a benchmark for staff training and development. These programmes currently
disproportionately benefit women because they are more limited than are most men in
terms of their educational achievements, their personal aspirations, and their domestic

responsibilities.

Managing diversity starts from a very similar premise. It aims to value the different
skills and qualities people can bring to the workforce and to deploy them adeptly
(Kandola & Fullerton 1994). It was first developed in the context of expanding
multinational US companies who in the mid 1980s acquired substantial overseas

workforces. A mechanism was sought to build staff’s company identity and to provide

67



managers with a set of guidelines about how to relate to and motivate non US staff.
Rather than a set of business reasons it represents a set of tools and methods for

effective human resource management.

Explaining women’s practitioners’ ambivalence

Applying the concept of the equality stool to the situation of women’s initiatives in
the UK enables us to identify the possible reasons for practitioners' reluctance to
embrace mainstreaming as an approach. Their uncertainty relates to the association of
the gender perspective with economic arguments in the UK, and the historical lack of

government support for either the equal treatment or the women’s perspective.

The development of a gender perspective in the UK with the private sector’s
economic ambitions has contributed to make women’s practitioners wary of a
mainstreaming approach, which spearheads the delivery of equality through this
perspective. The gender perspective is not grounded in an ideological commitment to
a more egalitarian society, it is understood primarily in terms of the business case for
equal opportunities. There is a possibility that the commitment to mainstreaming will
be transient, since equal opportunities is only cost effective at times when the
eéonomic cycle is buoyant and there is competition for skilled labour. In this scenario
women workers are highly prized as an untapped resource and as a growing section of
the labour force. Employers are prepared to bear the extra costs of supporting
women’s greater responsibility for children and other dependants in order to facilitate
their participation in the labour market. However, with no moral or political basis,
practitioners have expressed fears that the gender perspective and mainstreaming can

too easily be dismissed and reversed when economic climates change.

As I discussed earlier in the chapter, equality practitioners in the UK had already
discussed the option of mainstreaming equality several years before the European
Commission Communication was published. Notably the UK definition of the
approach does not have a gender perspective. It describes the way in which the
women’s perspective can be grafted onto local government structures in such a way
that it cannot be easily shaken off in a climate of increased resource constraint. The

gender perspective is new and largely untried by UK practitioners.
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Further alarm was raised in the UK due to the failure of the Communication to clearly
explain that the mainstreaming approach relied not only on the gender perspective,
but also on the equal treatment and women’s perspective. Some local authorities
interpreted the Communication as a signal to move on from specialist women’s
provision to make equality work the responsibility of women and men in the
organisation. Mainstreaming was given as the rationale for closing women’s
initiatives. A gender perspective, without the prospect of a women’s perspective,
appeared to indicate that mainstreaming focuses on individual differences and the
barriers to personal advancement. It appeared to practitioners to represent a watering

down of the radical agenda and the loss of an analysis of women’s oppression.

Women’s practitioners have been particularly defensive of the women’s perspective
because of the difficult battles they have had to fight to gain state provision in the UK.
Chapter 2 described the meagre resources that have been given to women’s initiatives
and the small number of authorities that have made an institutional commitment. The
women’s perspective is an under developed leg on the British equality stool. Likewise
the legislative base in the UK is also weak. National legislation meets minimum
European requirements for government intervention to secure women’s equality.
Equality for women in Britain has been advanced by the recent European Directives,
which have forced the government to amend and implement national legislation. The
low level of resourcing of the EOC indicates the lack of political will or priority given
to sex equality®. The retrospective examination of what has changed for British
women in the twenty five years since the operation of the act only serves to underline
practitioners' claims that developments under the equal treatment and women's

perspective have been limited.

Finally, women’s practitioners are sceptical about the mainstream. The use of
mainstreaming by some councils as the justification for the closure of their women’s
initiative confirmed their suspicions. Past experience has convinced women’s officers

and councillors that the UK government and even the Labour movement would not

% Practitioners report that recently this situation is improving, due to the election of the Labour
government in May 1997 (The election occurred half way through the period in which the fieldwork for
this study was completed). On 18 May 1998, the Blair administration launched a mainstreaming
initiative (Ruddock 1998). It has put in place a number of provisions for women’s equality, such as
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act to uphold women’s political practice. In many cases practitioners thought that the
state deliberately attempted to sabotage it. As a result, practitioners vociferously
defend the need for equality specialists, who are not only the guardians of the equality
commitment but also are the only officers in local government who are capable of
implementing a mainstreaming strategy in a meaningful way. While the
Communication supports the need for specialist implementers as trainers, it does not

see a role for them as agitators against the mainstream.

Tokenism was discussed at length in Chapter 2, revealing that there is evidence to
suggest that equality strategies to date have suffered from gesture politics on the part
of the Labour Party. Mainstreaming's emphasis on the use of methods of gendered
policy-making has put practitioners on their guard. They anticipate that the
introduction of such instruments into the mainstream will become an end in itself,
rather than the means fundamentally to reorganise social arrangements. They also are
all too aware of the ability of politicians and administrators to hide the absence of real
change behind important mission statements, and adhere to policy guidelines in a
superficial way. Again, initial confusion relayed by the Communication left
practitioners wondering whether mainstreaming was a set of tools for gendered policy
making or a strategy (methodology) which had a larger agenda. The latter is the case
but this has only been clarified in subsequent strategy papers and the Presidency

events that aim to explain the approach to national audiences.

It appears that before the gender perspective can be pursued in a meaningful way in
the UK state, demonstration of a commitment and real understanding of the equal
treatment and women's perspectives has to be strengthened. This conclusion ié
supported by recent trans-national research carried out by CRESR that suggests that
while it is not essential that each leg is present for equal opportunities policies to
produce outputs, it seems likely that their combined presence aids the achievement of

transformative results (Yeandle, Booth & Bennett 1999).

Ministers for Women, and the Women’s Unit located in the Cabinet Office, which complement and
reinforce the work of the EOC.
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This chapter has described the way in which economic and political changes in
the last decade have meant that women’s initiatives are operating in an
increasingly hostile environment. As early as 1991 feminists were already
starting to debate the best way forward. They were beginning to argue for the
need for a corporate position. Feminist theory on paid work and organisations
supported the need for a more engaged stand. It encouraged feminists to give up
the idea of effecting a total transformation of gender relations, or separate spaces
for women, and instead to focus on small changes to practices, attitudes and
language. It demonstrated that achievements in these areas would contribute to
long term change. The European Union’s strategy of mainstreaming gender
equality exemplifies feminist theory in practice. To understand UK practitioners’
reluctance to adopt mainstreaming, despite their own acknowledgement of the

need for a corporate approach, it is necessary to consider their particular history

and the way in which the gender perspective has developed in the UK.

There are competing definitions of mainstreaming in UK local government. The
case studies, which follow in Chapters 5,6,and 7, tell the stories of equality
delivery in three different local authorities and hence describe three different
perceptions of the usefulness of a mainstreaming strategy for feminist practice.
Before describing their experience, I give a full explanation in Chapter 4 of why
these three authorities were chosen and how I went about collecting the

impressions of their practitioners.
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Research Design and Methodology

This research project originated from a single question raised in response to a 1994
newspaper article about women's committees. I wondered, was feminism still
happening in town halls? It appeared unlikely given the slow but sure fragmentation
of the women's movement since the early 1980s. The article did not address the
contemporary situation, and after some further investigation of my own it seemed

neither did the sociological literature.

As Dawe (1973) says it is common for research projects to arise from people's own
interests. At the time of asking this question about feminist agency I was working for
a large corporation whose senior levels were dominated by men. The small number of
senior women made no impact on the overarching culture which was paternal and
often covertly sexist. From this vantage point, the example of local government
women’s officers, operating with a sanctioned political purpoée.to address the
relationships between women and men, was an arresting one. Hammersley &
‘Atkinson (1983) have argued that personal interest is often not only the starting point
for research, but that it may also be crucial for successful outcomes. My personal
experience, which prompted me to attach great importance to gendered organisational
change, has sustained my interest throughout the long process of research. Passion

nearing obsession is a useful sociological resource (Junker 1960).

While researchers who start from a personal interest have frequently had first hand
experience of the social relationship they choose to study, my connection to the
project was not so intimate. My lack of experience of working in either local
government or holding a position with a political remit was both a strength and a

weakness. Hammersely and Atkinson (1983) argue that 'strangeness' is essential
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where the goal is to document unextraordinary settings, as it prompts the researcher to
ask the obvious and hence unasked questions. The problem I faced was a lack of
information from which to design the study. My research process therefore
necessarily began with an extensive mapping exercise and careful consideration of
which methods would best enable me to immerse myself in this particular set of social

relationships and events.

Refining the research focus

I attempted to map the experience of feminists in town halls in two ways, first through
an extensive literature review and second by collecting accounts from contemporary
practitioners. The literature consists of a small number of studies carried out by
practitioners in the 1980s that describe their authority and its achievements. Most of
these accounts are readily available because their authors now work in academia.
There is also a small collection of academic analysis. This analysis examines how the
women's committee movement started and its relationship to feminist theory. Of
prime importance among these is a survey carried out by Halford in 1986 and 1988 of
all existing women's initiatives. Her attempt to identify the common national features
provided me with a baseline against to compare and contrast the data I collected. The
work of Stone (1988) gives an in depth description of the problems faced by one case
study authority. I used her study to guide my methodological approach, in particular

to construct an case study template to structure my collection of data (see Appendix

1.

My second line of investigation was assisted by the timely intervention of a member
of my supervisory team who put me in contact with her friend who was the former
Head of Ealing Borough Council’s Women’s Unit. This former officer was able to
describe in detail the London developments and their emergence from the radical
politics of the Greater London Council (GLC). Her description alerted me to the
national nature of the phenomenon. We also discussed the issue of ‘mainstreaming’,
and the shift away from specialist equality provision that she considered had occurred

since the early 1990s.

For more detail about the shift she recommended that I should approach the National

Association of Local Government Women’s Committees (NALGWC). It was the only

73



link that she could remember existing between the women’s committees. The association
had changed its name to the Women’s Local Authority Network (WLAN) when I
contacted it in September 1996. WLAN was established in the aftermath of the abolition
of the GLC to formalise the contact that had been established between the GLC Women’s
Committees and other committees across London. The association annually surveyed all
local authorities asking about their equal opportunities provision and published these

results. It also ran four conferences a year on different issues pertinent to its membership.

Although, I expected WLAN to become a ‘gatekeeper’ to my work in the field (Gilbert
1993), this did not occur for a number of reasons, which I go on to explain in the section
on case study selection. I approached the co-ordinator of the network, who encouraged
me to become a member of the association. I subsequently attended four conferences
(1996-1997) and listened to many councillors and women’s officers speaking of the
problems they faced in their practice. I eventually used this forum to disseminate my
researching findings and to publicise the existence of my study. The co-ordinator became
a key informant for my research, acting as a sounding board against which I could test
ideas and themes which were emerging from my fieldwork. My participation in the
network provided a ‘thickness’ and depth to my understanding of the historical

experience of feminist Labour party women.

The mapping exercise established the number and form of the remaining initiatives,

* which informed my decisions about the research design. Contact with practitioners
identified which issues were most relevant to them. As Bell and Roberts (1984) have
observed I was then in a good position to choose more confidently which issues were
most current and most interesting, and I did not have to rely on my subjective judgement
alone. Mainstreaming was an emerging issue. The original contention that specialist
equality provision was a valid mechanism for achieving greater organisational equality
was being challenged. This challenge was evident in the increasing removal of dedicated
provision in the early and mid 1990s. Feminist officers were no longer defending their
practice from criticism from right-wing and conservative opponents. Within the Labour
movement itself a liberal agenda was being advanced which supported a pluralistic

gender inclusive approach to equality.
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Research Objectives

It is important to highlight that as I began to design the research process, I had already
formulated a set of questions which were both historical and contemporary in their focus.
Fielding (1993) considers that it is a practical necessity to be clear about what the
research objectives are before starting to look for answers, as they guide the choice of

methods adopted. The research objectives were as follows.

1. To describe how women’s equality officers are currently operating in local
government bureaucracies.
To identify how and why their practice and strategies differ from those employed by
women’s units in the 1980s.
To bring up to date empirical knowledge of women’s political practice in state

bureaucracies, by locating the findings within the framework of earlier studies.

2. To identify the understanding of practitioners of the shift from a women’s centred
approach to a generic approach to equal opportunities.
To relate these perceptions to feminist theories of the state as an institution and the

role of feminist agents within it.

3. To identify the component practical elements which define an approach as gendered.
To identify the underlying context and motivations for adopting a gender approach.
To assess the use and the perceived usefulness of the concept of ‘mainstreaming

equality’ as a practical strategy.

4. To synthesise the different conceptualisations and presentation of feminist practice
existing in the literature, to suggest a new way of understanding and implementing

equal opportunities for women.

Implications of the research objectives for research design

I am interested in women’s experience of political practice on three levels. The first level
of inquiry concerns what strategies women’s equality practitioners have used over time,
and aims to provide an up-to-date description. The second level concerns why they have
chosen to use these particular strategies, and aims to explore the meanings which

practitioners attach to the different actions they take. The third level aims to use these
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insights to explain contemporary practice in terms of its underlying understanding about

the nature of feminist practice and the functioning of the local state.

Identifying what strategies have been used requires the systematic collection of factual
examples of practice. It has an empirical purpose, to provide detailed information about
the contemporary situation that is largely undocumented. Feminist theorists such as
Oakley (1981) and Smith (1989) have argued that recording women's agency also has a
political purpose. Women's activity often has a different focus and location from that of
the 'male'stream. The act of detailing actions and achievements serves to publicise
women’s alternative strategies to practitioners and to celebrate their achievements.
Records can also prevent women from duplicating previous activities without learning
from them. In this way records contribute to a feminist epistemology. The first objective
of this research is to examine women’s political practice over the timeframe of two
decades. This relatively short period meant that there were still a large number of
practitioners who were either still in their positions or working elsewhere in the public
sector, and who were contactable. The research design needed to use historical methods
and to take into account the issue of memory recall. I did not consider that enumeration
of women’s initiatives was as important since their location, size and level of resourcing

had already been recorded by others (e.g. WLAN 1995).

The second research objective pursued the meanings embedded in the experience of
political practice. This depended first on exploring practitioners’ memories and
perceptions of their own practice, without imposing presuppositions upon them and
second on interpreting these freely recalled reflections. The search for meaning was
exploratory, a qualitative investigation was necessary to facilitate, as far as possible, the
expression of the practitioners’ life-world view. Thus the nature of women’s practice
acted as a significant determinant of the research design in this case. Practitioners held
roles in their organisations which aimed to change work relations, and this had brought
them into conflictual situations. The sensitive nature of their work gave rise to problems
of access that have to be addressed by the type of qualitative methods selected and the

mechanisms to ensure that the information collected is reliable.

Underpinning a qualitative approach, research objectives 3 and 4 call for the use of an

interpretative framework, since their aim was to explain the relationship between
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practitioners’ perceptions of state power and their subsequent adoption of certain forms
of equal opportunities practice. Other theoretical frameworks suggested by academics
working in the area of organisational change have been used to provide analytical starting
points. Attempting interpretation requires a form of hypothesis testing during the process
of data collection. Owing to the non-standardised research context however, more than
one research method was needed to triangulate the findings so as to ensure that the

themes explored in the data collection process were relevant and adequate.

Research Design

Why use case studies?

Yin (1989) describes the conditions for choosing between research strategies as
follows, choice is dependent on:

- the nature of the research question | _

- the extent of control the researcher has over the circumstances of the research

- the relative degree of focus on contemporary or historical events.

As the previous section indicated, the research objectives were both descriptive and
explanatory, aiming to answer how and why feminist practice had changed. The
frequency or incidence of certain behaviours was not as important as changes in their
nature over time. This form of questioning lends itself to a case study approach. One
of the essential characteristics of case studies is that they aim to preserve the
'wholeness' of the cases being studied (Rose 1991:191) because they recognise that
the relationships between actors, the system and their context are often inextricably
inter-linked. Accurate description and theoretical findings are possible because of the
breadth and depth of the information collected. The case study approach provided
mechanisms for ensuring that valid and reliable data could be collected to answer
several different forms of questions simultaneously. The table below has been adapted

from Yin's description of design testing.
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Tests Objective Action Which phase?

External Establish the domain to which Multiple cases producing Research design
Validity findings can be applied replication
Construct Appropriate operational measures | Multiple sources Data collection
Validity - | / methods Link evidence
‘ Informants check

Internal | Establish causal paths, Pattern matching Data analysis
'Vﬁlidity,;_ ~‘g | distinguishable from spurious Explanation building

g  : relationships
Rgliability - | Operations of the study can be Investigator reflection Data collection

F | repeated with the same results Case study protocol

Figure 1: Four Design Tests Adapted from Yin (1989:40-41)

Construct and external validity refer to the ability of the case study design to provide
an accurate description of a phenomendn that can be placed into a wider context of
events. Accuracy relies on the repetition of descriptive evidence. There may be
mutually supportive evidence from many different sources within each case study.
Evidence may also be shown to be valid, and apply to a larger context, because it is
exhibited by several different case studies. Internal validity works in much the same
way but establishes also the accuracy of theoretical inferences. Again it may be
possible to put forward theoretical explanations for certain behaviours in the
circumstances of one case or, if multiple cases have been compared, for those

explanations to extend to the common domain in which those cases operate.

The two further conditions which Yin considers to be important in the choice of
research design relate to the nature of the phenomenon being studied. The key
features of women's initiatives in the local government sector were discussed in
Chapter 2. Three features were particularly relevant to my decision to select a case
study design. First, women's initiatives cannot be studied outside of their
organisational context. Theif activity is intimately dependent on their location in the
local government sector, for example their relationships with the local Labour party

and the local women's movement. For this reason the research inquiry needs to focus
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on the 'bounded system' of which the initiative is part (Allen & Skinner 1991). I agree
with Rose (1991) that in this case:

The relationship between the system and its context may be as important as
the relationships and interactions within the system.
Case studies are a suitable research strategy for organisational settings (Yin 1989). By
sanctioning the use of a variety of research methods within a pre-determined
analytical framework it is possible to study very complex relationships in situ. A case
study research design provides a triangulation mechanism to deal with the

contradictions and anomalies of the data collected.

The second feature of women’s initiatives that influenced the choice of research

design relates to the range of data sources available in a local authority setting. This

variety lends itself to an approach that uses a number of different data collection

methods. There is the opportunity to:

- interview participants to get at feelings, ideologies, values, personal relationships,
and to tease out motivations for the actions taken;

- to observe committee meetings and community events to discover the unspoken
positions, and to validate What has been said by practitioners;

- toread archived material such as minutes, mission statements, local newspapers
and publicity, to identify significant factorgilr‘l the local context, and to validate

factual information.

Lastly, women's initiatives have a past and a present which are equally important

- given the brevity of their existence. The interrogation of contemporary phenomena in
context is one of the strengths of a case study approach. Its range of methods means
that in the situation where it is not possible to trace practitioners to interrogate their
account of historical events in the 1980s, archiving methods can be adopted to plug
the gap. In this way perceptions and beliefs can be included alongside evidence based
on reported actions, formal commitments and instructions, which ultimately gives a

richer picture and greater insight into the whole experience.
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Multiple case study design
The research objectives and the nature of the subject both called for a multiple case
study design, with the cases consisting of a number of different local authority

organisations.

The research objectives aimed to establish findings that would offer insights into
women's operations in the local state. Taking only one case would not have provided
the degree of detail needed to deepen current understanding of the processes at work,
because the unit of analysis (women's initiatives) were significantly dissimilar. They
have been established from very different support bases and consequently their form,
remit, and resourcing has been inconsistent. The co-ordinator at WLAN considered
that the economic and political pressure of the 1990s had exacerbated the differences
between women’s initiatives, as women's officers negotiated different survival
compromises. In her view, ‘the only thing women's initiatives have all got in common
is their uniqueness’ (Taylor 1996). Thus the other available argument in support of a
single case study design also fell down - choosing one authority which represented an
exception to the rule was not a viable way of shedding light on the deficiencies of our

current understanding.

I selected a multiple case study design to provide a range of authority experience.
Using the mapping exercise it was possible to ensure that there was both replication
and diversity in the empirical practice of the authorities selected, despite their
different histories. Replication assists the development of a rich theoretical framework
that can later become a model for considering new cases (Yin 1989:54). Diversity of
data permits the detailed exploration of a phenomenon which in turn can produce
fresh insights into poorly structured explanations and rich and compelling ideas for
further research (Schofield 1969). This method of generating theory from multiple

examples of grounded observation was first developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967).

Multiple cases study designs do have drawbacks that need to be balanced against the
advantages that comparison and breadth gives to the research findings. There are three
main difficulties, all of which are difficulties of case studies approaches in general. A
multiple case study approach demands more resources and time than a single study. It is

more difficult to manage the quantity of data generated. The multiple design also leaves
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the researcher unable to focus exclusively on the unusual, critical or revelatory case (this

being the rationale for choosing a single case study design) (Yin 1989:53).

Manageability is a common complaint about case study designs (Hakim 1989). While
they provide material for lengthy descriptions which are rich in detail, they may be
lacking in clarity, and produce few conclusions because the researcher has been swamped
~ by the volume of information. I tried throughout the design and fieldwork stages to be
alert to this problem, carefully controlling the time I spent on each case study and the
data sources I examined. It was a difficult to achieve a balance between richness and
detail and manageability, because uncovering the feelings and tracing the actions of
participants meant sifting though a very large amount of detailed information, which was
vital to ensure that I interpreted the data in its own context. To collect every piece of
information available is a misunderstanding of the term holistic. The researcher’s task is
to record only that information which either contributes a new perspective in the

investigation or reinforces an existing one.

Case study work also places great emphasis on the skills of the researcher. During the
pre-fieldwork phase it was necessary to develop a clear understanding of the information
required, and then to remain focused on the research objectives throughout. Researcher
competence is essential for reliability, and hence for credibility of the research findings
(see figure 1). Sloppy work would affect the veracity of the evidence collected, making
the study unreliable since its findings could not by replicated by other researchers
following an identical method. This issue is taken up again in more detail in the section

on fieldwork role.

Selection of the case studies

My case study selection was theoretically rather than quantitatively directed (Rose 1991).
The researcher chooses cases which ‘the analyst believes exhibit the operation of some
identified theoretical principle’ (Mitchell 1983) to ensure the representative nature of the
sample and hence the wider application of the data collected from it. My research
objectives dictated that I needed to identify authorities with practice that had changed
over time; specifically those which had been established prior to the emergence of a
generic approach to equal opportunities and which had continued long enough after its

emergence to have experienced its impact and debates.
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The unit of analysis was the work of the women’s unit, because this was what effected
bureaucratic change, with women’s officers designing and implementing the women's
policy agenda. My discussions with women at the network meetings of WLAN also
suggested that women’s officers attended to women’s policy-making exclusively unlike
their political counterparts who had multiple responsibilities. Women councillors were
committed to furthering policy making for women, but mindful of the need to represent
all their constituents they often preferred to sit on service committees, such as housing or
social services, rather than on the women’s committee. As members of the service

committees they would introduce a feminist perspective into discussions.

I decided that three was the optimum number of case studies required in order to observe
any replication of practice, while meeting the time and resource limitations of my study.
Finding three authorities did not initially seem an easy task. As the description of
women’s initiatives in Chapter 2 described, there had only been 43 recorded authorities
which had dedicated resources to the furtherance of women’s rights (Halford 1988), and
the majority of these initiatives were no longer in existence. Indeed, many had been
closed for more than five years. These latter initiatives were ruled out as possible case
studies, first because of the difficulty of locating the former participants and second
because of the timeframe which meant that they had not been affected by the impact of
the more recent equality arguments. The first task of the selection procedure therefore
was to identify those authorities which had initiatives currently operating or which had
been amended since the discourse around mainstreaming began. As I indicated above I

initially expected that WLAN would act as gatekeeper for making contacts.

I began working with the WLAN co-ordinator to identify possible case study partners.
However none of these arrangements established my final case study relationships. The
annual WLAN directory was not a definitive document, as it was based on responses to
an optional survey. It was possible that some authorities with initiatives were not listed,
or that women in non member authorities would be represented as individuals whose
organisational affiliation was not readily available. I therefore relied on the personal
contacts of the network co-ordinator to guide my selection. She suggested six councils
that had a long association with WLAN and in her view had ‘a dynamic outlook’ (Taylor

1996). I wrote to three authorities which fitted my women's unit profile, naming the
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WLAN connection. The response was perhaps predicable. Two replied that to interview
all staff members represented a significant amount of the unit’s productive time that,
unfortunately, they were unable in the short term to give up. The head of the women's
unit in the third authority in Scotland agreed to meet me but admitted to ‘being up to her
eyeballs’ in work'. The subsequent interview” with her and her staff highlighted that the
differences between the English and Scottish context was greater than I had anticipated®.
Could these differences be contained without detracting from the central focus of the
thesis? I decided not. This added another criteria to my selection profile, authorities had
to be English. This decision related to the earlier point about the need for the researcher
to consciously manage data collection to fit the budget and time restriction and also to

weigh up the amount of contextual information required to fully engage with a case.

Back at the drawing board, I had what can only be described as a lucky break. I was
fortunate to meet the former women's officer of a Midlands District Council attending a
student conference as a mature student. She advised me to contact the neighbouring
council, using her name, as it had sustained a women's unit for longer than her own. This
authority became Belford District Council, my first case study”. The unit had been
replaced by organisation-wide responsibility for equality, implemented via its mission
statement. The time elapsing between my fieldwork starting and the unit closing was
only 18 months and consequently the majority of the unit staff were still working for the
authority, albeit in different capacities. I was able to trace two key actors who had

changed employment.

In the course of conducting fieldwork in Belford DC, I contacted one of the former senior
officers who had taken another job in an authority near London. My request to interview
her concerning Belford DC prompted her to invite me into the authority she headed up, to
look at the mainstreaming approach that she was implementing there. I had found case
study number two, Portheld Borough Council, another éuthority which had a history of

dedicated equality provision, but unlike Belford DC was putting in place a much more

' The local government reorganisation of Scotland conferred unitary status on this authority.

2 List of case study data apears in Appendix 2.

? Apart from the local government reorganisation, the delayed introduction of budgetary cuts had
allowed women’s initiatives to continue to grow faster than their English counterparts.

* All authority names and those of the research participants have been changed to ensure the anonymity
of participants’ contributions.
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rigorous framework to support the move to mainstreaming, with the co-operation of

former equality staff.

My final case study, Caulder City Council in the North East arose from personal contacts,
who had experience of conducting research in the region. Caulder CC was in the process
of moving from an equalities unit to a centralised delivery mechanism based on figure-
head staff. Despite the state of flux and uncertainty as staff applied for the new jobs on
offer, I was permitted access. According to several participants, the location of the city at
a distance from neighbouring towns of a similar size meant that people tended to ‘stick
around’. I was therefore able to interview staff who had worked in the original women’s

unit that had operated between 1986 to 1989.

All three cases studies fitted the theoretical criteria. They also showed (an unintended)

diversity of geographical locations and institutional forms.

I experienced different research conditions in each authority. How much change was

taking place determined how secure the participants felt about their work. It also

influenced what they were prepared to tell me, and how optimistically they viewed their

past and future practice. The differences between the case studies are summarised in the

table below.
Criteria Belford DC, Midlands Portheld BC, nr London Caulder CC, NE
History of dedicated 1986 1993 1989 - 1997 1984 — 1997
Structural provision for - Women's Unit - Corporate Women's - Women's Unit
women's equality - Women's & Equality Equality Advisor - Equalities Unit
Unit & Core Values - Equalities Unit with
- Mainstreamed - Departmental women's specialists
responsibility - Corporate Equality
- Mainstreamed Advisor on Women
Participants Mainstreamed Transition Transition
Experience of
Mainstreaming High level initiative High level initiative Low key
Disillusionment Less critical due to failures | Disaffection

Success of past practice.
Current apparent stagnation

of previous methods

Attitude of new chances

Facing redundancies

Ongoing commitment

Mission Statement

Framework for Action
(participation of 120
managers)

1 Corporate Equality
Advisor

Figure 2: Comparison of conditions between the three cases
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Methodological approach

Qualitative research

Of fundamental importance in the selection of methods for this project was the
exploratory nature of the research task’. As Harding (1987) states, qualitative methods
use ‘close up’, detailed observation of the natural world by the researcher and attempt in
so doing to avoid any prior commitment to a theory or set of assumptions. I considered
that this approach was integral to the project in two ways. First, there were very few
accounts of the activity of women in local government (including reports published by
practitioners) written after 1990. Undirected empirical investigation appeared to offer a
more reliable means of generating themes about current practice, than a positivistic
prediction based on out of date information. Second, feminists have argued that
qualitative research approaches are a more fruitful way of accessing women's experiencve
(Mies 1983). Ramazanoglu (1989) and many others have said that dominant academic
paradigms are implicitly homocentric. Inadvertently they reprioritise women's experience
in terms of men's. Hence research that does not attempt to examine and suspend the set of
assumptions it may be bringing into the field is less likely to 'hear' the accounts women

speak and to report those accounts faithfully (Stanley 1990b).

Choosing a qualitative research approach affected the way I implemented the research
methods. The primary data for this thesis was collected from interviews with key actors
in each case study and from participant observation of relevant authority meetings and at
WLAN events. Participant observation provides a second ‘line of sight’ (McCall &
Simmons 1969) to obtain a more substantive picture of practice in situ. Secondary
sources enabled me to verify some of what I had observed. They included material in the
form of formal reports and informal diaries produced by the key actors over the whole
course of their work as equality officers, cqunciﬂl 'minutes relating to their activities and
available newspaper cuttings and publicity leaflets which described those activities to the
general public. In both types of data collection I relied on a phenomenological

understanding of how meaning is generated and therefore how the researcher can best

* That said, qualitative and case study approaches are not axiomatic. It is possible to design case studies
which do not involve close observation and which test known formula in order to refine existing theory.
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access it. I used an interpretative framework (a case study template®) to guide my
collection of data, in order to manage the quality of information being offered to me and

to remain focused on the research objectives.

Combining phenomenological understanding with an interpretative framework
Potentially a phenomenological and an interpretative approach to data collection are in
competition. A phenomenological approach makes two assumptions: First that there is an
accessible meaning, contained in an event, which can be communicated by the interview
participant through language. Second that the words chosen by the participant to
communicate their experience are innocently and accurately chosen. These expectations
give rise to a series of questions; can the participant adequately convey their subjective
memory into words? and if so, can I, as the researcher, understand the meaning those
words describe? Does the participant believe that what they are saying is the 'truth'? Do
their words describe the whole meaning of the event as they remember it? A
phenomenological approach therefore made it incumbent on me to do everything possible
during an interview to facilitate the expression of the participant's meaningful experience

or, during the reading of a text, to suspend disbelief and read uncritically.

In contrast, an interpretative approach doubts the straightforward veracity of the
participants’ recalled memory, or written expression. The participants’ communication
of their experience is not the 'true' reconstruction of that experience as it happened,
because it necessarily expresses the influences of society acting on the participant.
Therefore, the researcher is justified in choosing and introducing pre-conceived themes
(theories) to structure the sense she makes of the participants’ statements. In order not to
jeopardise the participants’ free expression I had to design non intrusive ways of
introducing themes into interviews and to be prepared to accept their interrogation and
dismissal by the participant. Thus texts require a double reading: The first time listening
for the intention of the author; the second adding in my understanding of the context,

audience and purpose of the document.

8 The design of the case study template (Appendix 1) is discussed below in the section entitled
‘Reflexivity’.
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Achieving a perfect balance between the two approaches was an impossible task.
However, there is less likelihood that by ‘submitting oneself in the company of the
members' daily round of petty contingencies to which they are subject’ (Goffman cited by
Ashworth 1987) I would misconstrue the meaning of their language. According to
Ashworth the descriptive accuracy of research findings is improved if the researcher first
attempts to immerse themselves in the 'life-world' of their participants and second
throughout this interaction holds their own presuppositions up for scrutiny and
contradiction (Ashworth 1987). Carrying out research methods based on these principles
was extremely taxing. It raised issues about my role in the field and ethical considerations

about the relationships I formed there.

Field work

Access

I want to highlight the different conditions of access I was granted in each of the cases
since they affect the type of data I was able to collect and the way in which I was able to

process it during the fieldwork period.

I instigated the contact with Belford DC and Caulder CC. In the case of Belford DC my
first interview was with the Chief Officer of Personnel, in the absence of a named post
holder for equality work. In Caudler CC I was able to write to one of the women's

officers who a work colleague had recommended to me. These interviews acted as fact-
finding exercises to establish the history of the initiative, who the key actors had been and
their current whereabouts. I sought permission to use my participant's name in order to
approach subsequent actors. I did not interview the Chief Executive in either case or seek
to ‘formalise’ my presence in the authority. I discussed access and the use of data on an

individual basis with each participant.

In both of these case studies I had a high degree of control. Most 'importantly, I was able
to decide on the order of interviews. In both cases I preferred to start with the
practitioners to obtain a very detailed picture of their activities and perceptions of change.
I waited to interview senior officers. This enabled me to gain a sophisticated
understanding of the authority’s circumstances, in order to maximise my time with them.

Hakim (1987) recommends this approach of prioritising key participants who are capable
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of analytic reflection. I was able to space out the timetable of the research interviews to
allow me an opportunity to re-read interviews and texts, so that new themes could be
explored with subsequent participants. In Belford DC I arranged a visit to the local

archive centre to review what material the authority produced.

My access to Portheld BC arose from an invitation from the Chief Executive to carry out
a case study. Her sponsorship labelled my research with a certain outlook. She considered
that the authority was ‘explicitly in transition’ to a mainstreaming approach. Portheld BC
thus represented a particularly interesting and extremely up-to-date example of equality
practice. Punch (1986) and others have warned researchers about the inexorable and
corrosive effective of the agenda of an 'over mighty sponsor'. However, I put these
concerns aside initially because of the Chief Executive Officer’s insistence that she
expected me to be critical. She wanted someone standing outside the process to give an
independent perspective on the current state of play. Nevertheless, I remained a special
guest, and therefore gave up the control which I had in the other cases. It is difficult to
assess how sponsorship by the Chief Executive affected the relationship I established
with the other participants in Portheld BC, who like me had been 'assembled' for the day
(schedule explained below). Some participants were critical of the procéss underway and
did not appear to be intimidated by my closeness to the key protagonist. However I did
feel that I had been chosen to play a part in convincing certain actors, indirectly through
my interest in the initiative, that it was a good thing. These negative feelings about the
reasons for my invitation were mostly assuaged by the frankness of my conversion with
the Chief Executive and her very apparent enthusiasm and sagacity about the issues of

equality.

In Portheld BC, I did not decide who to interview or when to see them. The fieldwork
timetable arranged for me was intensive. I interviewed from 9am until 5.30pm with an
hour for lunch, before participating in an equality panel meeting with elected members in
the evening. It was an advantage to be able to get immediate clarification from
subsequent participants on issues that immediately grabbed my attention. However as the
day went on I struggled to process the huge amount of material that was offered to me.

Fielding describes this as field fatigue:
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Erosion of memory is not related to time so strongly as it is to new input; that is
the more stimuli to which you are subjected during a day the more detail is forced

out (Fielding 1993:161).

The transcription process afterwards gave me the opportunity to relive the fieldwork day

and extract insights that had not immediately occurred to me. However it was also

frustrating that some points remained unclear as I had no further opportunity to raise

them in situ.

BELFORD DC
Order of | Interviewed in reference to Nature of contact Location and date of contact
contact experience in post of:
CO Assistant Director of Personnel Interview 1h 30 CO’s private office, 7/10/1996
& TL Women’s Officer (Women’s Unit) TL invited by CO
BV Chief Women’s Officer Interview 1h 30 Private office, 4/11/1996
WB Women'’s Officer (Equal Interview 1h 30 Meeting room, 28/11/1996
Opportunities Unit)
M Economic Development Officer Informal conversation | Canteen, 28/11/1996
40 mins
EV Officer in charge of information Informal conversation | Information centre, 28/11/1996
centre 30mins
IA Community Development Officer | Interview th 15 Open plan office, 13/12/1996
IB Chair of Women’s Committee Interview 1h 30 Own home, 20/2/1997
OA Chair of Women’s Committee Interview 1h 30 Private council room, 21/2/1997
PORTHELD BC
Order of | Interviewed in reference to Nature of contact Location and date of contact
contact experience in post of:
DG Chief Executive Officer Interview 1h 40 Private office, 6/2/1997
ocC Personnel Officer responsible for | Interview 1h 15 Open plan office, 6/2/1997
equality training
BS Community Liaison Officer Interview 1h 45 Meeting room, 6/2/1994
AQ Corporate Director with Interview 1h Private office, 6/2/1997
Responsibility for Community and
Equalities
oG Equality Advisor with lead role on | Interview 1h 15 Meeting room, 6/2/1997
Race
Equality | Councillors and DG Observation Meeting room, 6/2/1997
Policy
Panel
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CAULDER CC

Order of | Interviewed in reference to Nature of contact Location and date of contact

contact Experience in post of:

BD Women’s Officer Interview 1h 30 Meeting room 23/1/1997

FQ Head of the Women’s Unit Interview 1h 30 Open plan office, 2/6/1997

EV Head of Equalities Unit Interview 1h Private office, 6/6/1997

KS Link Officer Interview 1h 30 Meeting room, 19/8/1997

LE Women’s Officer on secondment | Interview 1h 30 Private office, 20/8/1997

EL Deputy Chair of Women’s Interview 1h 30 Meeting room, 5/9/1997
Committee

Figure 3: Lists of case study participants and interview schedule’

Field role

Punch (1986) has suggested that the researcher's role is fundamentally deceitful, since it
requires her/him to simulate (like an actor on stage) a rapport with people they wouldn't
usually mix with. He suggests this is a moral decision for every researcher to face
individually. The British Sociological Association recommends that researchers should
fully explain the purpose of their research and ask participants for their consent to take
part (BSA 1993). However, there is considerable debate about the desirability of doing
this. In sensitive areas of sociological experience, and probably in all research, a
participant will inevitably conceal attitudes or behaviour they consider the researcher will
interpret as undesirable (Steier 1991). This concealment may kill some projects 'stone
dead' (Punch 1986). I faced this dilemma: feminist politics is a contentious issue. It was
likely that participants would clam up if their ideological position was different to my
own, I therefore decided to emphasise that the study was about ‘equal opportunities for
women’, as a pseudonym for feminism which is less threatening. I also managed the
impression I gave out to participants (Burgess 1984) by empathising with whichever

feminist position the participant defined for themselves.

In the majority of cases my complicity with my participant was genuine. With a few
participants I took a stance which was ‘feminist neutral’, and in one person’s case critical
of feminist values. However I felt the unease described by Finch (1980) in her discussion
of the ethical implications of partial disclosure and feigned friendship. Finch has written

extensively on the female researcher — female participant relationship which can very

7 As I explain in the section below, my research purpose was out in the open, I used a standard introduction
with each participant, and gained their informed consent on an individual basis.
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quickly become intimate (Finch 1993). Intimacy can expose the participant to
manipulation. Women may be discouraged from criticising the research agenda, they may
also reveal information that afterwards they may want, but be unable, to withdraw. Punch
(1986) and others have suggested that one way of lessening the risk of exploitation
occurring is for the researcher to offer participants certain types of control during the

interview. The researcher can also agree to keep their identity confidential.

I followed this advice by offering participants choice of the interview location (excepting
in Portheld BC where this was decided for me) and control of the tape recorder. I did not
consider it was necessary to hand over veto of the interview transcript. This was because
of the type of participants of my study. They were all professional officers or
councillors, who were articulate and used to asserting their authority. None of them were
nervous about being recorded and they were clear and unembarrassed about specifying
what was and was not on the record. Respecting participants' confidentially had two
elements. First, during the period of field work, I made a conscious effort not to ‘tell
tales’ about what any other participant had said to me (Warren 1988), even if I was asked
a direct question by a participant. In the transcription and writing up stages I gave the
three authorities and each participant a pseudonym. This was extremely important to
ensure that no reader could conclusively identify any of the case studies, since some
participants made potentially slanderous comments about colleagues, or raised objections

to corporate policy which could have put their job in jeopardy.

Reflexivity

An interpretative approach introduces the need for vigilance. The research is aiming to
produce data that is an accurate description of the participant's experience, not the over
forceful interpretation of the researcher. During all the interviews, I tried to avoid leading
the participant's thinking, or setting up a situational demand through the introduction of
themes. As Hakim (1989) suggests the use of vignettes or open ended questions are
important techniques designed to avoid this. I was able to compile a number of vignettes
from my pilot interviews and from my informal conversations with WLAN members.
Throughout each interview I tried constantly to submit my themes to questioning in order

to remain alert and receptive to their contradiction (Ashworth 1987).
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The interview process can be described as cyclical. FirstI constructed a case study
template (see Appendix 1). This was divided into four themes that I had identified from

the mapping exercise:

1. The juxtaposition of feminist practice in the authority to the context of formal politics
- exemplified in the officer - councillor relationship

2. The culture of the organisation and its receptiveness to feminist ideas - exemplified in
the practitioners’ relationships with authority colleagues

3. The definition of feminist agency - the self identified role of practitioners

4. The equality agenda in the authority, its description, interpretation and purpose as
stated by practitioners, which included the policies, resourcing and structural changes

over time

Each of these themes had several smaller points of inquiry. I used the themes to prompt
discussion with each participant. Inevitably their replies caused me to amend and
reprioritise the issues I pursued under each theme. The themes themselves remained
uncontested throughout my fieldwork, although, under theme 4, the structural context of
the authority assumed a surprising significance. On the same day as each interview I
noted any immediate questions that occurred to me in a field diary. This provided me
with a rolling set of issues. I again fed these into the structure and subject of the

proceeding interview.

I used a similar procedure of cyclical cross-referencing to check the factual data relayed
by participants. By collecting the documents and newspaper articles which they referred
to I attempted to check the accuracy and veracity of the participants’ claims. I assembled
other forms of supporting evidence guided by the themes of the case study template.
These included the authority’s published material such as Council minutes, leaflets (from
receptions, libraries, archive centres) and research reports. Triangulation serves to
reinforce the validity of the findings (Yin 1989). As Purvis (1992) suggests, I also used it
as a way of identifying how well participants were able to recall historical details and
therefore to gauge to what extent their present memory was affected by contemporary

events happening around them.

92



Participant selection

As I have described, in all but one case study I was able to choose who I would interview.
I used a technique called ‘snowballing’ to identify the potential pool of key actors. This
technique rélies on one participant identifying others who they consider played a
significant part in delivering or shaping the form of equality practice. In Belford DC and
Caulder CC each participant gave me on average three other peoples' names. I pursued
each suggestion until I reached a point where suggestions were repeated and no new

names came up. Hakim (1987) described this as the saturation point.

Snowballing can be criticised as ‘convenience sampling’ (Hakim 1987) without rigour or
principle. It can also lead to a biased population of participants (Reinhartz 1992). In
defence of this method I would argue that, although it is opportunistic, it is not motivated
by my own convenience, but instead has been negotiated in relation to the nature of the
phenomenon I am studying. Feminist practice in local government, described in the
Chapter 2, is extremely varied. The equality practice in each of my case studies has
assumed a certain shapes depending on the local political, economic and social
circumstances of the authority and its agents. Consequently my three case studies do not
share the same hierarchical structures or post titles. My potential participants had a
different range of responsibilities and authority, as did their colleagues and superiors. It
was therefore impossible to design a sampling frame based on shared criteria. A
snowballing method is useful in this study because it is sensitive to the local
environment. It prevented me from jumping to conclusions as to who the key players
were, which allowed me the possibility of meeting people who had crucial yet overtly
understated roles in determining equality practice. To mitigate a biased selection of
participants I invested time to speak to women’s officers in other authorities to discover
the types and range of people they had interacted with and then compared this to my case

study participants.

Data Management

Data collection

In Belford DC I experimented with annotation rather than taping interviews. According
to Fielding (1993) written notes are a more reflective way of recording data. I wrote up
by field notes in prose almost immediately after each interview to ensure that I recalled

the maximum amount of detail. Although these transcripts are necessarily shorter than
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those of the other two case studies they do show the same degree of detail. I noticed that
in Portheld BC and Caulder CC I had been less observant of discrepancies and had not
asked for clarification as often as when the tape was running. This may have been due to
laziness induced by the guarantee of a replay. However I may have asked for more
clarification in Belford DC because it was my first case study and I consequently had less
understanding of local authority jargon and its legal context. The advantage of taping
became apparent in Portheld BC. I had judged that I would be too tired from the intensity
of the interview schedule to take detailed notes all day by hand and had reverted to a tape
recorder. The taped interviews hold a greater amount of detail, they also allowed me to
listen to the voice of the participant again which on many occasions helped me to clarify
the meaning of what they were saying. This convinced me that the compromise between

reflective or comprehensive recording was worth making.

I kept a fieldwork diary, where I recorded what Punch (1986) has called 'theoretical
memos'. It proved to be a very useful mechanism to help me recognise and reflect on the
presuppositions which were gaining importance during the periods of my case study
fieldwork. I used these observations to improve my interviewing technique and direct my
collection of documentary sources. They also assisted me in producing a better reading of

analytic themes during the stage of data analysis.

Data Analysis

Spiegelberg (1980) has described the basic stages of qualitative data analysis as noticing,
collecting and thinking about interesting things. The stages are not linear, they each
contain the entire process. For example, as the researcher starts ordering and collecting
the things they have noticed, new observations and thoughts occur to them. Conclusions
emerge from a repetitive process of reading the data that is reflexive, progressive and

reiterative.

Meaning unit analysis typifies this style of analysis. I broke down the text of my
interviews into passages each containing one discrete meaning — meaning units. To
ensure that I fully understood the sense that was being communicated I re wrote the
passage in my own words. I was then able to represent what was of interest in the
passage and to assign it to a descriptive category. In some cases meaning units are

relevant to more than one descriptive category.
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These descriptive categories correspond to features on a topographical map (Agar 1996).
They arise from the thematic case study framework used in the interviews (previously
discussed). New categories are added when the data reveals a repeated idea that the
existing themes do not reflect. The categories on the map do not themselves
transparently reveal new patterns, rather they facilitate their discovery. I started with the
ideas expressed in the meaning units of one category, or even in a number of individual
meaning units and from this starting point attempted to trace associations to other units
within the category and then between the categories, across the entirety of my data. It is
necessary to saturate associations with appropriate meaning units (Silverman 1993). In
this way, to continue Agar’s metaphor of cartography, I was constructing ad hoc maps

which drew together only the relevant features along the route to a final conclusion.

This method of analysis avoided intensive coding of my data early in the analytic process
since collecting the meaning units into small categories can distort and destroy the

endeavour to arrive at holistic conclusions. As Holsti (1969:278) observes:

A serious problem is sometimes created by the very fact of organising the
material through coding or breaking it up into segments, in that this destroys the
totality of the philosophy as expressed by the interviewee -which is closely related
to the major goal of the study.
Like Holsti, I have attempted to protect my analysis from distortion by working at all
times back and forth between parts and the whole transcripts of my interviews. This
technique of disassembling and then reassembling data to provide interpretations of the

issues outlined in the research objectives closely describes Glaser and Strauss's (1967)

definition of the construction of 'grounded theory'.

Assessment of the Research Process

Limitations of the study

This study attempts to describe the development of feminist practice in the local
government sector in a holistic way, to address both the empirical and theoretical gaps in
the existing literature. In the following case study chapters I describe the context in
which practice has occurred and the changes which practitioners have made in terms of
their daily activities and the ways in which they think about their role and their political

objectives in the three case study authorities.

95



The empirical description cannot Supply a model to explain the development of equal
opportunities for women in local government per se. It may not even hold insights for
the authorities who have participated in the women’s committee experiment, though this
is more likely. The contribution of my study is to deepen the understanding of the
process of equality delivery and of practitioners’ conceptualisation of barriers they have
faced. The detailed description of feminist practice can suggest ways in which a future

equality policy can be advanced, specifically the strategy of gender mainstreaming.

The study is not easily replicable in a case study form for two reasons. First, the
phenomenon of women’s units is rapidly disappearing. In 1995 the majority were no
longer operational, but it was still possible to trace former participants because unit
closures had only started in earnest as public budgets came under increasing pressure in
1991. With each year that passes the possibility of tracing participants to collect oral
histories becomes more problematic as they move on to new careers, new sectors or
retire. Assuming that they can be traced I would expect the content of their recalled
memories to have changed since it is shaped by contemporary events. Second, WLAN is
now closed. The falling number of women’s units reduced the affiliation income paid to
WLAN. A decision was taken in September 1997 to close the network while there was
still enough money to pay the staff and wind up the association. The association’s
records are currently being stored by Manchester City Council and there is no formal
access to them. More significantly the resource of information held in the heads of long
standing members of the network is now not being passed on via the quarterly
conferences. The one common link that held the phenomenon of women’s units together,

and which ensured that good practice ideas were exchanged has ended.

My own role as researcher in the study also imposes limitations on what the study has
achieved. My own subjective judgements have affected every step of the process.
Although I have tried to mitigate the impact of my own suppositions and my own
presentation by using the research checks and tools available to me, inevitability my
interpretation, will at different points and to different extents be present in the findings.

Punch (1986:15) comments that:
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A full history of the research process is an essential element in reporting a project
because of the light it can shed on the nature of the data.
The account of the research process provided aims to provide a frank account of the
difficulties I encountered during the research process so that the reader can make their

own judgement about the validity and reliability of the findings.

Finally this study is necessarily a snapshot of feminist practice which is changing fast in
response to a dynamic equality agenda being driven by the European Union, business and
the new Labour model of social justice. In 1998 the gender mainstreaming debate
reached the popular press. Central government launched ‘mainstreaming’ in all
government departments in May 1998 (Ruddock 1998). Mainstreaming is more widely
known about in the local government and public sector arenas following the EOC study
of local government initiatives completed in September 1997 and the UK Presidency
event in June 1998%. In the last year it has gained greater credibility and proponents as a
method of equality delivery. This was very different from when I started my study. The
only public discussion of mainstreaming by the sector as a whole was initiated by Gurbux
Singh the Chief Executive of the London Borough of Haringey. He mentioned
mainstreaming as one of a number of future strategic approaches in his keynote address
to a conference on equal opportunities and local government in May 1991 (LGIU 1991).
In September 1995, a year before I started my fieldwork, the Beijing UN Conference for
Women put mainstreaming on national governments’ agendas. The subsequent launch of
the European Commission’s Fourth Action Programme for Equal Opportunities for
Women and Men 1996-2000, set up budget lines for mainstreaming work. However the
publicity and the reality of funding came later. In 1996-1997 my participants had heard
about the mainstreaming agenda but it had not gained the credibility, prestige or the
acceptance it currently enjoys at senior management levels. The timing of the study
therefore has significantly influenced both what my participants believed and what I

observed and interpreted from their remarks.

® During the UK Presidency, a meeting of policy makers, practitioners and academics was convened in
London in June 1998 to discuss the issue of mainstreaming. Representatives from the European
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Presentation of the case study data

The case study data is presented thematically according to the principal themes (see
case study template):

- political context of the authority,

- organisational structure and culture,

- institutional support for women’s initiative,

- catalysts for change,

- policy and procedures,

- barriers,

- results and outcomes.

A common format is used for each of the three case study accounts. Each theme has
been broken down into a number of sub-themes, which were identified in the detailed
analysis of the case material. The case material contains three types of information:
factual data describing the location and timing of events, the participants’
understanding of their own and other peoples’ motivations for abting in the way they
did, and lastly participants’ perception of the meaning and impact that those actions
had on events and outcomes. Participants were consistent in their account of factual
events. This information could also be verified by the case study documentation
(listed in Appendix 2). However, only rarely did participants’ views expressed in the
interviews, reflect common, undifferentiated accounts about motives, meanings and
impacts: this was to be expected given the diversity of participants' functional roles
and political convictions. Where participants’ views were contradictory. I have taken

care to include all viewpoints in my discussion.

There is considerable variation betweén case studies, in the sub-themes which
emerged. This can be attributed to the different political and economic situation of the
authorities, and the life cycle of their women's initiatives. To some extent this
variation is also a result of the particular combination of participants I was able to

interview. The risk of bias resulting from these factors is discussed below.

Commission, other member states and the UK government spoke of their actions to date and their plans
for the future.
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1986 1987 1988 1989 1990

Authority Structures:

Participants’ roles:

CO

TL

BY

WB

JM

IA

IB

OA

1991 1992 1993 1996/7

Equal Opportunities Unit

| Women’s Unit

Women’s & Equalities
Unit

l Economic Development Unit

Personnel Officer

¢ Women’s Officer

¢ Housing
Officer

¢ Chief Women’s Officer

[
Equal Opportunities Officer with responsibility for women

@ 9
D & D policy team*  Corporate Director

Economic Development Officer

Community Development Officer

4
First Chair of Women’s Committee

Councillor

Chair of Women’s Committee County Councillor

* D & D — Decentralisation and Democratisation

Figure 3: Belford DC Women’s initiative’s structures and participants’ roles

Participants in Belford DC showed the greatest degree of consensus on the

motivations and meanings explaining the women's initiative's development. This may

be due to a combination of three factors. First, there was a close friendship between

the women connected to the women's initiative, who despite moving to new

employment were still in regular contact with each other. Second, they had a similar

understanding of the cultural barriers and motivations of senior officers due to their

shared structural location within the authority, under the direction of the Assistant

General Manager (Figure 3). Lastly, the small size of Belford DC meant that each

participant had come into contact with the key actors and had heard a similar version

of the political arguments.
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1986 1989/90 1991 ...1993 1994 ...1996 1997
Authority Structures:

Race Unit
Disabilities Unit
Women’s Unit

Women’s Link Officer System

Equalities Unit -
generic posts

Equalities Unit - Race,
Women, Disability
teams

Corporate Equality Adviso
Participants roles:

BD ® . & ®
Women’s Officer Equalities Officer Women’s Officer
FQ - od e ®
Head of Women’s Unit Officer in Community Safety Unit
EV @ & S —l
Disabilities Officer Equalities Officer Head of Equalities Unit
KS o
Link Officer
LE — o—
Community Liaison Women’s Officer Corporate
Advisor on
Women
EL ® ®

Deputy Chair of Women’s Panel (Councillor)

Figure 4: Caulder CC Women’s initiative’s structures and participants’ roles

In Caulder DC participants were well known to each other, as all of them had been at
the authority for many years. Many had similar political backgrounds in the women's
movement. However, for the duration of the women's initiative the majority of
participants had held many different positions apart from the one related to equality
work. Several had had a period away from the authority working in another part of the
public sector and returned at a later point (Figure 4). They had never worked together
as a team and were unable to comment on the work of other participants. Hence some
of the sub-themes in Chapter 6 rely on the perspective of only one or two participants.
Put together, however, these individual stories of strategies and experiences (at
different times and in different locations) have frequently revealed a surprising degree

of similarity.
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1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996/7
Authority Structures:

3 Corporate Equality Advisors - Race, Women, Disability
Group Equality Liaison Officers — in departments
Community Liaison Officers — outreach

Mainstreaming
Framework for Action

Participants roles:

DG ®

Chief Executive

AQ ®
Corporate Director

ocC ®
Personnel Officer with responsibility for equality training

BS (e ————————————————————————— -
Community Development Officer

oG B e ———————————————————————————————————————————————— v —- - -
Corporate Equality Advisor on Race

Figure 5: Portheld BC Women’s initiative’s structures and participants’ roles

In Portheld BC the hierarchical relationships between the participants caused the
greatest problems for my analysis of the data. There were two types of participants,
the new leadership and the former staff who had worked on equality objectives under
the old regime (Figure 5). For the former equality staff, the key issues were viewed
from the perspective of having actively contributed to the events concerned. In
contrast, the new leaderships’ comments arose from their interpretation of what the
situation had been like, in terms of their previous experience in other authorities.
Their perspective was important however, since their analysis of the past practice in
Portheld BC provides the rationale for the current changes. In most instances the
leaderships’ interpretation of past events appears to match the memories of the
existing staff. Nevertheless the existing staffs' accounts suggest that the situation was

more contradictory and fluid than the new appointees claim to believe.

An important issue in all three case studies is about the nature of participants'
memories of past practice. The linear conceptualisation of equal opportunities,
discussed in Chapter 3, is relevant here. The perception that second wave feminism,

representing a set of ideas and practices, is over appears to have affected the accounts
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which some participants gave. They offered me a ‘tidied up’ version of events which
justified and complimented their achievements for a 1990s audience. This problem
was more pronounced in the accounts of those participants who had changed
employers or had moved to work in a different area than those who had continued to

work as equality practitioners

The case study chapters report the views, perceptions and remembered stories of the
participants. In many instances my description relies on the practitioners’ accounts
alone: the other sources of evidence available were formal documents which did not
record details of day-to-day events and offered no written corroboration of strongly
held feelings or hunches on which participants’ accounts placed considerable
importance. With the exception of the GLC WCSU archive a problem encountered in
each authority was that women’s officers have taken their personal papers with them.
The emotional investment which officers have tended to make in their jobs meant that
many of them have kept their daily agenda and personal notes for sentimental reasons
or because they believed the authority would simply ‘throw them in a skip’ once the

unit was closed (Becker 1996).

The quantity of formal documentary data sources available to me varied considerably
between case studies. Belford DC has an established archive centre which holds all
the authority's public publications and bound volumes of council committee minutes.
Neither of the other authorities had this dedicated facility. Caulder CC, as I explain,
has received particular media attention for its opposition to the spending restrictions
imposed by central government in the mid 1980s. There is consequently independent
academic commentary on the development of its political objectives. Portheld BC
yielded the least documentation. I was given the key equality texts by the Chief
Executive Officer which related to the new approach to equality delivery. I was
unable to obtain any documentation that related to the development of equality
delivery prior to her appointment. The case study documentation is listed in

Appendix 2.

The case study chapters which follow are not intended be read as a factual account of

what has happened: they aim to describe the attitudes and opinions of the key players,
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and to make links between their attitudes, beliefs and views 'of the world, and the

actions and events they have described.
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Women’s Equality Practice in Belford District Council

This chapter aims to give a full description of past and present women’s equality
practice in Belford DC, based on the opinions and remembered anecdotes of the key
actors. As Chapter 4 acknowledged, the research participants’ accounts are
contradictory and cannot always be substantiated with other forms of evidence. I have
indicted when this is the case. The aim of the chapter is not to give a factual account
of what has happened, but instead to describe how participants viewed events and
how their attitudes shaped what actions they took or thought others should take.
Contradictions between participants are insightful since they reveal different
underlying conceptualisations of equality practice. The chapter does not pursue each
person’s story individually but looks at the participants' accounts collectively in
reference to the themes outlined in the case study template (Appendix 1). The
structure of each of the case study chapters is the same. It describes the political
context of the authority, its organisational culture, the institutional support given to
the women’s initiative, the catalysts for equality work, the policy and procedures
pursued by women’s officers, and the barriers they encountered. It concludes with the
participants’ views of the results and outcomes of the women's initiative. The chapter
- begins by giving a brief overview account of the development of the women’s
initiatives in Belford DC from 1983-1993.

Description of the Women’s Initiative

In Belford DC equal opportunities was initially addressed as a personnel issue. A
working party of members, supported by the National Association of Local
Government Officers (NALGO) pushed for a post to be dedicated to developing
internal equal opportunity policies. The post holder felt that she was not supported by

her senior management:
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The Chief Officer was a middle aged man from Yorkshire who had read all the
books supposedly, but what he did totally implied that he hadn’t understood or
believed anything (WB 1:5).
The Women’s Section of the Labour Party was becoming increasing active as its
members were drawn into the London debates around women’s rights and the Greater
London Council’s agenda for participatory democracy. It supported the Equal
Opportunities Officer and argued in the Labour group for more substantial provision,

on the grounds that equal opportunities would never be adopted by a male dominated

chamber and authority without structures to drive it.

Consensus grew among the Labour group that the Council was ‘in a good position to
do something constructive with equal opportunities’ (WB 1:1). An Equal

Opportunities Sub-Committee and Unit were set up in 1986. Addressing all forms of
discrimination, this proved to be popular with members, and the committee meetings
were always well attended (TL & CO 3:4). On the insistence of feminist Councillors,
the Equal Opportunities Sub-Committee was established with a condition that part of

its work would be to prepare for separate women’s provision.

Halford argues that 1987 was the strongest moment of the Women’s Committee
movement, with the greatest number of committees being set up around the country
(1988:42). This external agenda was indeed a persuasive lever when used in
combination with the argument that Belford DC prized its ‘ability to innovate’
(Belford DC 1993). In 1988 the Women’s Committee was set up as a full standing
committee of the Council. Throughout its existence the Committee was consistently
chaired by women members although, owing to their small number, men were
allowed to sit as members'. The Committee’s Women’s Unit was composed only of
women. As it reported to a full standing committee, the Unit had the status of a
department in the authority. This meant that it was headed up by a Chief Officer.
Unlike other departments, however, it had a tiny staff composed only of back-line
policy makers. Thus despite its departmental status, it closely resembled the less

powerful development teams (such as the Equal Opportunities Unit and the Economic

! The Sex Discrimination Act (1975) did not provide a legal basis for excluding men from Women’s
Committees. This decision was reached by common agreement in Chamber discussion.
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Development Unit) which were located in the authority’s central back-line office of

the General Manager.

While these developments were occurring, a small group of Labour members, which
included several leading feminist Councillors, was arguing that the authority should
change its style of service delivery. A programme of democratisation and
decentralisation was proposed and won majority support in 1991. By this time the
need to decentralise was driven by more than ideological commitment. The Council
was facing serious financial shortfalls due to central government policy to cut public
sector spending. Decentralisation therefore also entailed downsizing. Accordingly the
Women’s Committee and Equal Opportunities Committee were merged along with
their support units, and became the Women’s and Equalities Unit. There was
considerable negative response to this move, particularly from the black and ethnic
minority community, which did not feel that the new structure properly represented

their interests.

In 1993 the Women’s Unit was ‘mainstreamed’ to fit into each of the decentralised
neighbourhood offices controlled by neighbourhood committee. The rationale for
mainstreaming the unit was that it was an anomaly as a discrete service department.
All women officers were encouraged to apply for other jobs in the authority so that
their expertise would be dispersed throughout the new structure. Those who were
unsuccessful were made redundant. Under a new corporate mission statement,
equality became the responsibility of every member of staff. The title of ‘Community
Development and Equalities’ was given to one of the three new neighbourhood
service Corporate Directors. Equality Action Plans developed by the Equal

Opportunities Unit were retained to provide a monitoring mechanism.

Participants’ overall feeling was that mainstreaming represented a defeat for the
previous equality initiative. There was general consensus that the transition had been
badly managed and that in consequence a confused message had been sent out about
the new equality arrangements. This confusion became worse because the Corporate
Director with responsibility for Community Development and Equalities left soon
after the process was complete, leaving the authority without a mainstreaming
‘champion’ (WB 8:5).
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1983 Members’ Working Party on equal
opportunities +NALGO

Recommendation

Equal Opportunities Officer in
Personnel Department

Pressure from the
Women’s Section of the
Constituency Labour Party

Equal Opportunities Unit
reporting to Assistant General

Manager

1986

Equal Opportunities Sub-
Committee to Policy and
1988 Resources Committee

Women’s Unit
headed by Chief Women’s Officer
reporting to General Manager

Decision by Labour Group for
democratisation & decentralisation

i

H
Women’s Committee

Full standing
\ 4 Structures merged i
1991 Women & Equalities Unit
Block grant capped by central reporting to General Manager
government
Training for managers on
democratisation & decentralisation Women & Equalities Sub-
Committee to Policy and
Pilot neighbourhood structures Resources Committee
established
1993 MAINSTREAMED

Corporate Director with responsibility for

All neighbourhood structures in Community Development & Equalities

place :

Figure 1: Development of the delivery of Equal Opportunities for Women in
Belford DC 1986-1993.

The fieldwork for this study was undertaken three years after the unit was disbanded
and by that time the majority of the research participants felt that equality work had

become ad hoc. They found it very difficult to describe what was going on.
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Political background

New town legacy

Belford is one of 32 new towns that were built in the decade following the Second
World War. The new town concept was part of central government’s response to the

inadequacies of housing in bombed districts of London.

Working class people with their industries were moved out of the North East

segment of London to Belford and a new vision of green spaces (WB 4:2).
Under the terms of the Abercrombie Plan for the decentralisation of London the
government established Belford Development Corporation with a loan of £111.4
million and full powers to buy land, build houses, factories, shops and basic
infrastructure (Belford DC undated®). The Master Plan’ reflected the social thinking
of the time, being drawn up in the same decade as the national provision for a
universal health service and for social protectibn. It was premised on the need for a
paternal state acting as a provider and on the need to restore the pre-war status quo of
men as the main breadwinners, casting women’s war work as exceptional (KF
1988:6). The new town concept produced a peculiar set of urban relations which
continues to affect the priorities of local residents, their elected Councillors and the

local authority staff.

In Belford, the gendered nature of the social relations is quite literally set down in
stone. The team of architects who designed the town’s layout expected that men
would be the town’s main breadwinners. The relocation of manufacturing outside of
London to lessen the problems of intense pollution was a primary goal of the new
town transfer (KF 1988:8). This implicitly transferred a higher proportion of jobs for
men than for women, since service sector and office based jobs were not created in
Belford until much later. The wholesale transfer of people and livelihoods meant that

narrow views of appropriate employment roles also got transferred (KF 1988:8).
This division of labour was reinforced by the spatial location of industries outside the

town, accessible primarily by car. Domestic life was confined to neighbourhood

clusters made up of two to four housing estates, each with a central ‘hatch’ consisting
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