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“I can relate to what I have heard and the impact of gender discrimination direct from a 
transgender perspective, my change of gender from male to female and the difference to life/
voice as a woman. Going from an executive male position where I had power and a voice that 
was heard to direct experience of the subtle ways of gender discrimination.”

“Public office is being made very difficult – even schools governors now have mountains of 
work to do and complicated reports to read. Barriers are going up all the time. Responsibility is 
being made more rather than less onerous.”

“Surprises – the speaker confirmed that public appointments can’t happen if you haven’t got 
board experience – how will younger women get public appointments if this is the case?”

“The numbers of women on bodies such as NHS boards are falling – because they’re looking 
for people with business backgrounds fewer women now meet the specification and their skills 
and expertise are under-valued.”

Focus groups with women in governance roles offer the following observations:

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

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

No family friendly organisational commitments – timings, time commitment unclear.•	

“They also expect me to do what they do as if I had the same freedom and time available – 
which as a single mother, I don’t.”

Cultures and ‘normal’ styles of operating – explicitly unwelcoming or just not welcoming. •	
Women experiences include the following: adversarial, competitive, put down, macho 
bullying and personal abuse, discrimination and racism, negative attitudes and behaviours.

“One woman was recently appointed to a quango and there is a fixed allowance of £60 flat 
rate for childcare and the actual const of the nursery for two children is £100.”

Sometimes negative behaviour towards women is perceived as active/intentional and •	
sometimes as passive/unintentional. However, it’s about the impact such behaviour has 
and the attitudes that underpin it, whether intentional and unconscious; women are not 
seen as serious or as skilled as men, roles and expectations of women are often 
predefined into the ‘caring’ roles.

“A box is created for women in which they are expected to fit and that box is – non aggressive, 
compliant – it is a role that is constructed for us and we slot into it whether it is what we want 
or not.”

Women report resistance to change where they are seen as a threat and a challenge to •	
how things have always been done. Exclusive cliques and men’s networks are cited as 
mechanisms to exclude women, where discussions and decisions are made before 
meetings.
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“Don’t give you information – you have to find it yourself. They have their own meetings and 
don’t tell me about it. They arrange things and you don’t really know about it.”

“You are a threat when you start climbing – they let you come to there (a level), but once you 
start going higher, they don’t like that… Men will do what they can, not in an awful way, but in 
their own way, to stop you from getting up there.”

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

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

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

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

“Wherever there is a pile, men want to be on top of it, whatever the pile is…”

Does difference make a difference?

Women in the WTP focus groups made the following comments around difference – mainly 
with regard to racism, sexism and prejudice based on stereotypes:

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

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

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

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

map current position, current situations and conditions•	
plan future position, prioritising changes that need to be made •	

The Framework, the indicators and characteristics of the two journeys could be used to 
understand current situations and plan for future changes in relation to encouraging women 
who are currently underrepresented to become more active, both formally and informally, in 
governance structures and other aspects of both civic and civil life.

If the aim is to increase and sustain the numbers of underrepresented women in public life, 
then the direction of movement within the Framework has to be towards to the top right 
quadrant of the framework. In order for this to occur action needs to be identified to 
encourage both underrepresented women and structures/organisations to develop further.

3

2

1

0

0                       1                       2                       3

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

Women start to be more
involved – feel that it is possible to
contribute what they can, feel

supported and welcomed. Information
is offered and is not assumed. They are

offered training and individual
support to do new tasks

Women start to become
involved and find it hard to do so –
struggle with commitments, feel

inadequate, blame themselves, lose
confidence and end up doing the
maintenance tasks rather than

setting priorities

Confident capable women feel
frustrated with organisations. They
feel blocked, not taken account of,
unheard and patronised, excluded

from decision making. If they
question things they are labelled as

being ‘difficult’

W
om

en
’s

  
 j
ou

rn
ey

s

Organisational        journeys

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

engagement in the public domain.

It is not enough to ‘capacity build’ women or to
see women as deficient in some way ……if only
they were more confident, knowledgeable,
skilled…. Ely and Myerson state that we need
to go further than the traditional approaches of 
‘fix the women; create equal opportunity; and
celebrate the feminine’, acknowledge that ‘gender’ is
a central organising feature of social life and that
we can ‘take risks, learn new ways, experiment
and….invent a different kind of organisation’.
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7	� Moving on up: the Women 
Take Part Framework as a tool 
for change
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21	 Women Leaders and Organizational Change, Robin J. Ely and Stanford University’s Debra E. Meyerson, in The 
Difference “Difference” Makes, edited by Debra L. Rhode. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003

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

Using the Framework …for women

As individuals and groups, women may find the Framework useful for the following purposes:

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

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

Using the Framework …for agencies and organisations

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

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

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

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

Use the WTP framework to develop good practice case studies.•	
Promote and support the WTP Framework as a tool for change.•	
Investigate the relevance of the WTP framework for other underrepresented groups.•	

Recommendation two: bring together initiatives that offer relevant learning, 
support and development to agree a useful way forward.

Recommendation three: address the issue of resources for learning, support and 
development for women’s journeys.

Recommendation four: broker networking between women’s organisations and 
democratic structures and processes.

Recommendation five: clarify and disseminate the legal position for 
organisations on promoting gender equality within civil and civic governance 
roles.

Recommendation six: broker dialogue with public agencies and VCS 
organisations around gender, fairness and positive action.

8	 Moving on up: research 
recommendations
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Appendix one: Civil participation 
and civic engagement

“Civil participation is people getting involved with each other to pursue their own 
goals and interests. It includes participation in residents associations, sports clubs, faith 
groups, etc.”

“Civil participation, even for fun, is socially valuable in its own right. It contributes to 
wider goals of social inclusion and solidarity, whether or not it leads to political 
engagement. It is through voluntary associations in civil society that social capital is 
generated and mobilised, strengthening relationships between citizens, developing a 
sense of connectedness and fostering norms of trust and reciprocity. ”

(NCVO 2005)22

Civic engagement is people connecting with, and contributing to, the development of 
policies and governance; where citizens/people, policy makers, service deliverers and 
politicians engage in the process of governance. This could be through user panels, 
citizens’ juries, citizen governors, non-executive board members, advisory groups, etc.

“Civic engagement involves public participation in the process of governance, and the 
development of active and empowered communities which facilitate policy-making.” 
(Whiteley 2004).

(Take Part National Learning Framework for Active Learning for Active Citizenship 
2006)

The following diagram shows the connections between individual and collective actions, and 
formal and informal engagement (NCVO 2005).

22	 Jochum, Pratten and Wilding, Civil renewal and active citizenship a guide to the debate, NCVO 2005
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Collective action
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Volunteering

Voting

Training and skills/knowledge/
experience sharing

Attending a meeting, providing
support by being there

Making a donation

Informal
engagement

Formal
engagement

Individual action
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The research made use of the following investigative methods:

Literature searches and internet searches

Existing models and theoretical frameworks

The Four Essential Ingredients: a model for working towards Leadership, Participation and •	
Involvement23

Take Part Network National Framework for Active Citizenship Learning•	 24

Citizenship Typology•	 25

Reference group

To bring together women who are ‘in the know’ and have a history of working on issues of 
gender and inequality in the public realm:

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

To explore different ideas, experiences and approaches around gender, power and •	
involvement.

To be a point of reference for sharing information from wider consultations and events•	
To help maintain the focus of the project and ensure a broad-based and thorough •	
approach

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

Focus groups

Manchester Metropolitan University Gender and Participation Unit•	 26

South West Foundation•	 27

Participants from the Impact course•	 28 took part in a focus group about women’s journeys.

Appendix two: Research 
methodology

23	 See ‘Women, Leadership, Participation and Involvement Report’ at www.bct.org.uk
24	 Take Part Learning Framework for Active Citizenship Learning www.takepart.org
25	 Westheimer, J. and Kahne, J. (2004) What kind of citizen? The politics of educating for democracy, American 

Educational Research Journal, Vol. 41, No. 2, pp. 237–269
26 Women in Governance Focus Group report – available at www.changesuk.net
27	 Impact evaluation report available at www.changesuk.net
28	 Impact evaluation report available at www.changesuk.net

http://www.bct.org.uk
http://www.takepart.org
http://www.changesuk.net
http://www.changesuk.net
http://www.changesuk.net
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Interviews

Organisation interviews – see full report on organisations research•	 29

Women’s learning interviews – see full report on learning, support and development•	 30

Structured conversations

During the course of the research many conversations took place with many people from 
the following types of organisations:

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

…plus interested individuals•	

Inviting commentary

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

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

Surveys

Survey Monkey•	 31 questionnaire for organisations – see full report on organisations 
research

Survey Monkey questionnaire on action points•	 32: an online survey was developed 
specifically to elicit thoughts and comments around what action could be taken to make 
the necessary changes regarding women becoming more active and influential in the public 
domain

Research event33

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

29	  Women Take Part; research on organisations and structures report – available at www.changesuk.net
30	  Women Take Part; Learning Support and Development report – available at www.changesuk.net
31	 Survey Monkey is an online questionnaire resource www.surveymonkey.com 
32	 ‘Action and Changes’: Survey Monkey summary of responses can be found at www.changesuk.net
33	 Women Take Part Research Event Report available at www.changesuk.net

http://www.changesuk.net
http://www.changesuk.net
http://www.surveymonkey.com
http://www.changesuk.net
http://www.changesuk.net


41

different aspects of what needs to happen to increase the numbers of women involved in 
governance and decision making at all levels

The event was aimed at people:

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

The event was deliberately aimed at both men and women and we distributed the 
information through a wide range of networks – local, regional and national – covering both 
the statutory, voluntary and community sectors. There was an overwhelming interest and 
we were heavily oversubscribed, with requests to hold similar events in the future. The 
majority of those who attended were women, from a range of organisations, both statutory 
and voluntary. While there was generally a good mix of participants from different sectors, 
different backgrounds and with different interests, some key agencies concerned with 
governance issues did not attend.

These research methods were used in the following ways:

Organisational research: existing frameworks, online survey and interviews

Women’s journeys: existing frameworks, focus groups, interviews, online survey, 
structured conversations, inviting commentary, research event

Learning, support and development: interviews, snowball sampling, surveys, structured 
conversations, internet searches

Women Take Part Framework: focus groups, interviews, structured conversations, 
research event, online survey
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