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[bookmark: _Toc229346231]Abstract:
This dissertation sets out to identify persistent themes regarding the evolution of gender inequality within the UK workforce since 1925 up until 2025. Using feminist and sociology theories to examine how inequality has been reproduced through workplace subcultures and networks, gender performance and expectations and well as organisational structures and institutional practice despite a century of legislative, policy reform and social action.
The research adopted a qualitative interpretivist methodology grounding in secondary research and critical literature review, including but not limited to academic publications, organisational policy documents, statistics and case studies. Using thematic and historical lens to aid in analysis the dissertation traces the evolution of workplace inequality from post war welfare policy to diversity initiatives and workplace practices.  Informed by key theorists on gender performance, intersectionality and hegemonic masculinity; such as Judith Butler, West and Zimmerman, Joan Acker, Connell and Crenshaw. Used to analyse how concepts of workplace professionalism, leadership and authority are influenced by historic gendered and masculinised norms. The dissertation also introduced the thought experiment of ‘if you were a man for a day’ and a tool for critically examining how gender influences internal self-concepts of how one should be perceived and presented within their chosen social spheres and working environments all stemming down to concepts of space and belonging. 
The findings suggest that while over legal barriers to woman's participation and access within the UK workforce has shown significant progress on paper through legislation such as the Equal Pay Act 1970 and Equality Act 2010. However evidence suggests inequality has not reduced but simply adapted to adopt a more subtle and indirect approaches such as unequal distribution of domestic labour, burdens and responsibilities, occupational segregation and informal networking cultures. Expectations surrounding gender identity and performance continue to shape economic and workforce dynamics/outcomes. This dissertation argues that workplace inequality is not sustained solely through formal modes of institutional discrimination but rather a collection of covert, unassuming everyday social interactions and cultural expectations that normalise gendered hierarchies within organisations and institutions that function off the back of them, for example a woman use resurgence during economic change and instability. 
Overall this dissertation concludes that lasting, meaningful workplace change and equality to exist it cannot be obtained through legislation alone. Structural and cultural differences must occur to challenge embedded social and institutional assumptions and bias regarding authority, gender and responsibility. Aiming to contribute to ongoing debate pertaining to gender, intersectionality, equality and informal cultural networks by demonstrating how gender inequality has remained a socially constructed issue reproduced and reinforced throughout the very fabric of the UK workforce and social normatives.
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[bookmark: _Toc229346232]Introduction:
Gender inequality within the United Kingdom has been a persistent feature of social engagement, economic stance, employment and access to opportunities over the last century. Despite numerous legislative reforms, positive action/activism, and broadening cultural norms, an unequal distribution of power/authority and legitimacy continues to structure employment, informing and reinforcing gendered gaps and spaces. This dissertation examines how gendered power, identity, and legitimacy have been (re)produced, socially constructed, contested, and embedded in the UK’s institutional framework, shaping workplace norms and inequalities from 1925 to 2025. 
This paper explores the organisational norms, policies, and interventions across the last century to highlight the durability of gender inequality. It examines how patterns of inequality have evolved, becoming concealed and reinforced within the UK's employment sphere. Whilst formal barriers to employment inclusion in the UK are consistently reduced, to address this historic gender bias, inequality has not disappeared. Inequality has been reorganised to hide in plain sight throughout the recruitment and employment processes, from interview to role allocation, contact and position stability. Gendered assumptions continue to influence recruitment, promotion, pay, social and formal evaluations of performance and merit, leadership norms, and the distribution of responsibility and expectation, rooted in accountability. As Joan Acker (1990) argues, “organisations are not gender-neutral; they are sites where gender is produced.” (Acker, 1990, p. 32). This theory presents a central argument and concern: gender inequality is not merely the byproduct of an individual's prejudice or historical patterns, but rather a consistent process produced and reinforced in the organisation, practice, and culture of the everyday UK workplace. 
The present argument of this dissertation adopts an historic position beginning in 1925, marked by the First World War's restructuring of occupational norms following male deployment in the UK. This led to the reassessment of women’s abilities and legitimacy. The restructuring of social norms over the last century has been shaped by equality legislation, ideologies such as neoliberalism, and renewed feminist and positive action mobilisation. This lens aims to examine the continuity and development of hierarchies within gendered spaces and how these systems are recognised, legitimised, and reinforced even in plain view.   Understanding gender as a performative, relational, and political tool is necessary for exploring workplace interaction and experience. Judith Butler argued in 1990 that “there is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (Butler, 1990, p.137), which challenges accounts of gender difference and highlights the role of repetitive and collective action in sustaining inequality. 
Similarly, West and Zimmerman (1987) argue, “gender is not something we are, but something we do” (West and Zimmerman, 1987, p.14). This again emphasises how interaction, performance, and behaviour within the workplace reinforce sites where gender is continuously enacted and judged. Constructed based on these theoretical grounds, this dissertation introduces the conceptual tool and thought experiment ‘If you were a man for a day’ as an analytical device. Rather than treating it as a literal change or a biological difference, the thought experiment aims to explore and understand individual conceptual shifts in personality, positionality, and performance. 

It invites critical reflection on how credibility, authority, safety, risk, emotional labour, and organisational belonging are experienced and interpreted differently, depending on one’s perceived gender and individual circumstances. By repositioning the subject within the employment sphere and gendered workplace norms and values, the device aids in providing visibility to the often overlooked, internalised social privilege associated with masculinity. It exposes how gendered power is embodied and normalised in everyday life and social interaction. 
This approach aligns with feminist traditions that seek to modify unjust power dynamics by making them visible.  As Joan Scott (1986) argues, “gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power.” (Scott, 1986, p.42) The thought experiment serves as a methodological prompt that highlights how power relations are lived/acted rather than structured/presented, thereby drawing attention to individual/micro experiences and expressions of gender inequality while remaining grounded in an institutional/macro context and analysis of the UK workforce. This reflects Sara Ahmed’s (2017) insistence that “feminism is homework: you have to keep doing it; you have to keep saying it.” (Ahmed, 2017, p.22) This positions the fight against gender inequality as an ongoing process, adapting to persistent shifts in employment opportunities whilst simultaneously acknowledging prejudice embedded in everyday practice.

The dissertation further engages with theories of hegemonic masculinity to examine how certain forms of masculinity become culturally legitimised within UK workplaces. Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) describe hegemonic masculinity as that which “embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy.” (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005, p.11) Within workplace settings, this legitimacy manifests through the social norms associated with leadership, such as availability, competitiveness, emotional restraint, and uninterrupted career trajectories. These are typically associated with male colleagues who do not have the constraints of female anatomy nor gender bias in familial relationships that systematically advantage some workers while marginalising others. 
It is important that the analysis does not treat gender as a singular or universal experience. Recognising ethnicity, experience, and personal/organisational morale can impact the way gender is performed, engaged with and valued within the workplace. Drawing on Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) concept of intersectionality, “the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism” (Crenshaw, 1989, p.60), this dissertation aims to recognise that workplace gender inequality is shaped by race, class, sexuality, disability, and trans identity among a multitude of personal, social and institutional effects. In 2008, Stryker argued that “the categories of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are themselves historical constructs” (Stryker, 2008). This sheds light on how refusing to accept fixed gender binaries can offer a more inclusive, sensitive, and historical account of workplace power dynamics and equality. 

This dissertation is greatly influenced and anchored by Jiang and Zhou’s (2022) analysis of gender inequality in the UK employment relationship. Using a similar model/structure, moving from historical background to contemporary inequalities, theoretical explanations, mechanisms, and reform pathways. This provides a framework for examining how historic patterns of discrimination persist despite formal commitments made to equality. They note, “gender inequality in employment in the UK has persisted on the labour market,” with mechanisms such as recruitment bias, unequal care burdens, and gender coded labour norms continuing to shape employment/labour outcomes.

Ultimately, this dissertation seeks not only to document inequality but to explain how it is reproduced, legitimised, and occasionally disrupted by integrating feminist theory, workplace sociology, policy history, and analytical tools such as the “if you were a man for a day” thought process, for critical reflection on how workplace power might be reimagined and transformed. This study argues that gender inequality in the UK employment sector  is sustained through performance, routine, institutional hierarchies, culture, and reinforced stereotypes. Despite a century of policy, visibility and positive action, the position of gender equality remains fluid and highly individualised within institutions.
















[bookmark: _Toc229346233]Literature Review:
This chapter aims to establish the theoretical and historical foundations that both underpin and reinforce the analysis of gender, power and equality within the UK workplace from 1925 to 2025. In UK labour history and policy development, the literature is grouped into four categories: gender theory, theories of power and organisation, historical and political background material, and workplace research.
Instead of approaching gender in reality as singular occurrences or phenomena, the literature reviewed aims to identify thematic patterns and biases that are often reproduced through institutional and social practices, organisational structures, and individual experience. Historian Joan Scott focused on how power dynamics, specifically those pertaining to gender, operate through symbolic systems such as social arenas and informal mentorship rather than solely through formal policy implementation. 
Scott's research emerges from post-structuralist theory and is heavily influenced by the history of labour. As a feminist, she seeks to explain why gender inequality persists despite legal and/or formal barriers being contested and removed. Through her analysis of workplace hierarchies within UK bureaucratic systems and other professional workforce settings, Scott uses archival records, employment structures and company correspondence to examine how levels of authority had become ‘gender-coded’ over time. Her research uses case studies of clerical and administrative roles within institutions, where, despite an increase in women’s presence, power had not been transferred. This calls proportional authority into question. Scott uses document and discourse analysis, allowing insight into how organisational language, hierarchical structure, and role criteria hold preexisting social and institutional assumptions regarding gender and leadership.
Scott’s central finding is that workplace inequality can not be adequately explained by obtaining access alone. Feminine presence within the workplace has increased; however, this in itself has not dismantled hierarchical gender relations. Instead, she demonstrates that power is reproduced symbolically as well as structurally, with a ‘man’s’ role defined as skilled and authoritative. In contrast, a woman’s role is presented as supportive and routine. Scott argues that this has a ‘naturalised hierarchy’ by presenting gender division as logical rather than political. She concludes, “gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power” (Scott, 1986). Gender shapes interpersonal relations, as well as institutional structures and social norms.
Scott’s critique treats gender as a variable; by analysing gender as a category of power, she seeks to move past feminist scholarship’s depictions and examples of women’s disadvantage to understand how inequality is legitimised and sustained, not merely enacted. This is relevant to the dissertation as it seeks to understand how workplace hierarchies are organised and justified through gendered norms. Scott’s work presents a strong historical context and grounded methodology for analysing UK workplaces not simply as sites of unequal opportunity, but as institutions in which power is symbolic and coded through gender. 
The theoretical foundations for this dissertation are grounded in Judith Butler’s concept of gender performativity. Butler focused on post-structuralism and gender theory to investigate how identities are (re)produced through language and social practice rather than being solely rooted in biology - nature vs nurture. 
Her research emerged in response to feminist debates of the 1980s that treated “woman” as a political subject, and she sought to question how such categories were constructed and maintained. Butler challenges core concepts and assumptions based in gender by arguing that gender is neither an ‘inner truth’ nor a ‘biological inevitability’, but something established through repeated acts, gestures, and discourses. Butler states, “there is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (Butler, 1990, p. 214).
This adapts how gender can be focused on and framed, presenting the idea that gender is a conscious act and an ongoing process rather than a fixed, naturally ascribed category. This draws attention away from how gender is labelled to how it is enacted. Butler's theory of performativity is imperative to this analysis as norms regarding legitimacy and authority are repeatedly subject to assessment, scrutiny and challenge through behaviour. Gendered expectations and labels such as assertiveness, availability, and emotional expression, although not explicitly formal behaviours, are often described as masculine-presenting in work-based interactions. Butler's theory aids in understanding how these behaviours acquire their labels and traits, and how historical gender performance, shaped by social norms, has acquired legitimacy through repetition that reinforces organisational structure and reform. Performativity can explain why organisational norms and workplace conduct may appear objective whilst still privileging typical masculine behaviours. 
This dissertation looks at performativity as an opportunity to expose how workplace equality initiatives may leave underlying gender norms intact despite their efforts. Even within organisations said to be committed to formal modes of equality, such as larger corporations like McDonald's and the BBC, many workers remain subject to unspoken expectations regarding how authority, confidence, and professionalism should look, operate, present and sound. As Butler (1993) emphasises, performativity is restricted by “regulatory norms” (Butler, 1993) that determine which social performances and performers are credible. A woman may not obtain a position of power regardless of her official role or title if she is not deemed socially qualified by her male counterparts through recognised masculine behaviour and qualities. This is central to the dissertation’s argument that gender inequality persists not only through structural exclusion, but through the ongoing and historic social regulation and peer policing.

Butler's critique of feminist approaches to inequality is that they assume a “universal female subject” (Butler, 1993, p. 235) and are often motivated by political concerns regarding the regulation of individual bodies and behaviours. Whilst Butler aims to expose how power dynamics operate through social norms and politics in the hope of opening space for workplace reconfigurations on the grounds of equality. Her works serve as analytical tools and a critical stance for understanding and examining these institutions. Butler's theories on gender and performance aid in understanding the difference between social interaction, action, individual behaviour and professional, neutral workplace standards. Historic practices such as gossip, later gendered through media consumption and social status, were rooted in survival. Information sharing between women of different statuses can be seen as a response to gendered spaces. For example, where maids gain access to exclusive male conversations and gendered spaces and can share their knowledge with others. 
By these standards, performativity, at its core, seeks to explore and explain how organisational norms grant accountability, legitimacy, and traction through informal reinforcements such as the granting of progression opportunities and advantages, often equated with masculinised models of workplace conduct and perception that align with necessary gender performances. Framing performativity as a method for exposing and understanding how workplace equality initiatives may leave underlying gender norms intact. Even in organisations that claim commitment to formal equality, workers remain subject to unspoken expectations about how authority, confidence, and professionalism should look and sound.
Sociologists West and Zimmerman developed a gender theory based on an ethnomethodology, which led to their most influential work the 1987 publication, ‘doing gender’. In this, they study everyday situations with key focus on social interactions regarding expectation, authority and accountability. They use a scope which shifts gender from being an identity to an action, “Gender is not something we are but something we do” (West and Zimmerman, 1987, p.29). They found gender is not a fixed concept, no biological nor innate strong hold but rather a performance, created through repeated action. Similar to the coexisting theory of social actors famously demonstrated by Theo van Leeuwen,  the concept of “doing gender” extends Butler’s insight by emphasising interactional accountability. Gender is not simply something someone performs in isolation, but something continuously evaluated by peers in social contexts. Staff meetings and other activities involving managerial or any socially ascribed hierarchies are sites and/or examples of gendered spaces, where gender is enacted, assessed, and staged. Individuals are expected to produce recognised gender performances that align with organisational and social expectations; failure to do so can undermine professional legitimacy or change social perceptions.
This framework is relevant for understanding the emotional and cognitive labour required of women and other gender diverse workers. They must not only perform within their working role but also do so in ways that do not violate gender norms. This is referred to as a “performance tax,” reflecting the additional effort marginalised workers make to achieve recognition compared to their male peers. In UK workplaces, this is evident in research on leadership pipelines, where women are disproportionately filtered out at ‘midcareer’ stages despite meeting criteria, experience, or qualifications. 
By framing gender as something done rather than possessed, West and Zimmerman also highlight the instability of gendered power. “Gender must be constantly enacted” (), therefore, it is vulnerable to disruption, just as any performance. Collective challenges to workplace norms, such as flexible working hours and locations or payroll transparency, can alter what is recognised as legitimate gendered behaviour. 
Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity offers a structural complement to performativity by explaining why certain masculine practices become dominant. “Hegemonic masculinity represents the culturally exalted form of manhood that legitimises male dominance and marginalises alternative masculinity and femininities.” (Connell, 2005, p829) In organisational contexts, this translates into traits such as risk taking, emotional restraint, and long working hours, often resulting in economic or social gain within their employed position. 
Joan Acker’s concept of gendered organisations further reveals how these traits are embedded in institutional design. Organisations are not neutral spaces but are built around assumptions of an ideal worker: someone unencumbered by care responsibilities and able to prioritise work above all else. Historically, this ideal has been modelled on the male breadwinner, reinforcing a division between productive and reproductive labour. From the factory systems of the early twentieth century to contemporary corporate cultures, these assumptions have shaped job roles, promotion criteria, and reward systems.
Together, Connell and Acker demonstrate that gender inequality is not simply the result of individual prejudice but is reproduced through organisational routines. Recruitment panels that value “cultural fit,” performance metrics that reward presenteeism, and leadership models that equate authority with dominance all function as mechanisms that normalise hegemonic masculinity. The endurance of these patterns helps explain why policy interventions often produce limited results unless accompanied by cultural change.
The theory of intersectionality has the subject of a number of works addressing gender in the workplace. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality challenges approaches that treat women as a homogenous category. Her assertion that the intersectional experience exceeds the sum of racism and sexism underscores how workplace inequalities are stratified by class, race, migration status, and disability. For example, while professional women may benefit from diversity initiatives, working-class women or women of colour may remain concentrated in precarious or low-paid sectors, “labour markets remain segmented along gendered and racialised lines, with minority women disproportionately located in low-paid and insecure employment” (Rubery, 2017). This perspective is crucial for analysing UK labour markets, which are marked by occupational segregation and ethnic pay gaps alongside gendered disparities. Policies that focus solely on ‘gender parity in leadership’ risk obscuring the continued marginalisation of women in service, care, and manual labour. Intersectionality thus exposes the limits of formal equality measures and calls for more nuanced approaches that account for multiple axes of disadvantage. Furthermore, intersectionality reframes the thought experiment “If you were a man for a day” by asking which man is being imagined. A white, middle-class man experiences workplace authority differently from a working-class or racialised man. This complication prevents the device from reproducing simplistic binaries and instead situates it within a matrix of power relations.
Bell Hooks’ definition of feminism as a movement to end sexist exploitation and oppression situates workplace reform within a broader political project. Rather than focusing on individual advancement, Hooks emphasises collective struggle and structural transformation. This orientation is echoed in Sara Ahmed’s notion of “feminism as homework,” which frames feminist practice as ongoing, repetitive, and often exhausting labour. In organisational contexts, this translates into diversity committees, union activism, and policy advocacy. Such efforts require sustained engagement rather than one-off initiatives. Ahmed’s work highlights the emotional toll of this labour, particularly on those who challenge institutional norms from marginal positions. Feminist action in the workplace thus involves not only policy change but also the renegotiation of everyday practices and values.
Collective action also disrupts the performative scripts of gender by creating new norms of legitimacy. When caregiving is normalised through parental leave policies or flexible working arrangements, the association between masculinity and uninterrupted labour is weakened. These shifts demonstrate how collective intervention can reshape the conditions under which gender is performed. UK labour history provides the empirical backdrop against which these theories operate. From the gendered division of labour in interwar industries to the introduction of equal pay legislation and contemporary diversity strategies, policy developments reflect both progress and persistence. Research such as Jiang and Zhou’s analysis of UK employment relations shows that discrimination remains embedded in recruitment, pay, and performance management systems.
Butler’s and Acker’s frameworks, these findings appear not as anomalies but as outcomes of gendered organisational logics. Recruitment bias is the privileging of certain performances, while the correlation between care responsibilities and pay gaps reflects institutional reliance on the male breadwinner model. Policies that address these issues without challenging underlying norms risk reproducing the very inequalities they seek to eliminate. The literature provides a collective insight into workplace gender inequality and how it is sustained through performative norms and underlying social values, alongside institutional structure and design, other power dynamics within the workplace, and wider intersectional issues, whilst supported by policy and workplace research and/or case studies as evidence of their existence and effect. 

This literature review is founded on the view of gender as both a relational and institutional phenomenon and a personal attribute. Theorists such as West and Zimmerman highlight how gender is enacted in everyday scenarios and workplace practice. Acker reveals how these normalised practices have become embedded in social structures and power dynamics. Whilst Crenshaw critiques these arguments through an intersectional lens, these perspectives create frameworks for analysing a century of UK workplace and social dynamics regarding gender inequality.
Although recruitment and selection processes within institutions can highlight significant gateways and glass ceilings within organisations, they can also reproduce gender inequality in the workplace. Hiring procedures are often presented as an objective assessment of merit; feminist scholarship has repeatedly demonstrated that implicit social and gender norms, such as concepts of authority, commonly interfere with recruitment and job stabilisation in the hiring processes. Feminist theories of power and performativity reveal how recruitment practices have become gendered by personal and social expectations, embedded within company culture and seemingly neutral professional criteria.
Raewyn Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity helps us understand this process. Connell argues that hegemonic masculinity represents the ‘culturally dominant form of masculinity’ that legitimises patriarchal power structures. In organisational culture, there are trends of valued traits such as assertiveness, competitiveness, and decisiveness. These characteristics are frequently interpreted as markers of professional competence, particularly in leadership roles. As a result, recruitment processes often reward behaviours that align with masculine-coded norms of authority, such as fewer childcare responsibilities and apparent ‘physical strength’.
Recruitment formats such as interviews employ self-promotion and confidence, which can be an advantage for those socialised to perform such behaviours. In response, other candidates who adopt and value more collaborative communication may be perceived as lacking in leadership potential and communication skills, despite having equal experience and qualifications. Connell’s framework explains why hiring practices can systematically privilege individuals who perform hegemonic masculinity most effectively.
This phenomenon is reinforced by organisational presumption regarding the “ideal worker.” Historically, many UK employment structures have been organised around the figure of the uninterrupted male worker who can prioritise professional responsibilities over domestic obligations. Assumptions such as these influence recruitment criteria, particularly in sectors such as STEM, masculine positions that require higher levels of flexibility, mobility, and uninterrupted career trajectories. 
Jiang and Zhou’s observation that forms of “direct and indirect discrimination continue to exist in the recruitment and selection processes of UK employers” (Jiang and Zhou, 2017) presents the argument that even when organisations adopt formal equality policies, informal barriers frequently influence candidate evaluation and recruitment. Hiring panels may interpret identical behaviours differently depending on the gender of the candidate performing, reinforcing existing workplace hierarchies and their own intersectional background and perspective.
Butler’s argument that ‘gender is constituted through repeated acts’ suggests that recruitment decisions are not simply based on individual qualifications but on the ‘perceived credibility of gender performances. (Butler, 1993) Interviewers may unconsciously evaluate whether a candidate “fits” the role by assessing how convincingly they perform the behaviours historically associated with that position. In practice, this translates into behaviours deemed legitimate methods of exercising social authority. For example, a confident man taking control of a conversation can be interpreted as leadership potential, whilst women who display similar behaviours may be labelled as domineering and rude. This reflects the importance of cultural expectations and social values regarding gender capabilities and perceptions. The concept of “doing gender,” developed by West and Zimmerman, clarifies how these processes of inequality operate in everyday workplace interactions, understanding gender as something continuously (Re)produced and evaluated through social interaction.
Recruitment processes, therefore, act as social arenas of gender, assumptions, perceptions, norms, and accountability, where candidates must exhibit behaviours recognisable and accepted within organisational norms. Candidates who deviate from expected gender performances risk being penalised, regardless of their qualifications. Women who adopt highly assertive communication styles may violate expectations of femininity, while men who display collaborative or emotionally expressive behaviours may be perceived as lacking authority. The hiring process thus functions not only as an evaluation of competence but also as a mechanism for enforcing gender norms.
Acker argues that “organisations are built upon gendered assumptions that influence role allocation, evaluation criteria, and promotion pathways” (Acker, 1990). This is proven within recruitment practices, which reproduce the same gender divisions and hierarchies embedded within the workplace and social arenas. Even when decision makers consciously attempt to avoid bias, the criteria used to define merit may already be shaped by historically masculine standards. For example, job descriptions often emphasise qualities associated with men, such as ‘competitive drive’. Whilst these traits and attributes occur naturally regardless of gender, it is their association which acts as a pitfall and barrier to equal opportunity. Candidates who fit within the institution's narrative, as evidenced by the performance of these masculinised authoritarian traits, are increasingly likely to be interpreted positively than those who do not meet the institution's desired criteria. 
Crenshaw’s work demonstrates how gender discrimination does not operate in isolation, but intersectionally alongside other divisions such as race and class. In recruitment contexts, this suggests that women of colour or working-class individuals may face multiple and different layers of disadvantage. Gendered performances may be judged not only against masculine norms but also against racialised and class-based expectations of professionalism. For example, physical presentation or communication, such as accent, may be interpreted as indicators of cultural “fit,” even when these factors rarely relate to or indicate job performance. As a result, recruitment processes can function as mechanisms that reproduce broader social inequalities within the workplace.
The thought experiment “If you were a man for a day” can be used to expose hidden dynamics. By imagining how identical qualifications or behaviours might be interpreted if performed by a male rather than a female candidate, individuals can recognise the implicit social and workplace assumptions embedded in recruitment practices. This highlights how concepts of authority, credibility, and competence are used to reproduce inequality within institutional structures, due to the inability to completely remove intersectional, individualised, and internal bias from those involved in the recruitment and employment processes. In this sense, the thought experiment acts as a form of critical reflection that reveals the performative nature of professional behaviour. 
A candidate who imagines approaching an interview “as a man” may anticipate and thus experience less scrutiny, feeling more comfortable displaying assertive ‘male’ behaviours. These imagined differences expose how gendered expectations influence the interpretation, action and experience of workplace conduct, not only at the organisational level but for the individual candidate and the interviewers alike.
These dynamics have evolved historically in conjunction with the UK labour market, economic needs and crises, and social action. In the early twentieth century, many recruitment practices and occupations were restricted by gender. Women were largely concentrated within sectors such as care and clerical work. 
Despite the dismantling of legal barriers through ongoing policy reforms, cultural assumptions about gender and work continue to influence hiring processes and, in turn, workforce statistics and appearance. Feminist theories argue that policy intervention alone is insufficient to address gender inequalities as a whole, unless willing and able to challenge cultural and social norms embedded within these institutions and organisational structures.  Disparities in leadership roles continue to suggest that informal barriers and biases regarding gender persist despite regulations intended to formalise systems.
Theories and perspectives on performativity and hegemonic masculinity reveal recruitment as a key mechanism through which workplace inequality is reproduced. Rather than operating as neutral assessments of merit, hiring practices often function as sites where gender norms are enacted and reinforced. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for developing more equitable recruitment systems. Interventions such as structured interviews, diverse hiring panels, and transparent evaluation criteria can reduce bias. However, meaningful change also requires broader cultural shifts in how competence and leadership are defined.
The next chapter builds on this foundation by outlining a methodology that integrates theory with historical and empirical analysis. Using thematic and critical discourse analysis, the dissertation seeks to trace how performative routines, organisational hierarchies, and feminist interventions have shaped gendered power from 1925 to 2025.










[bookmark: _Toc229346234]Methodology:
This dissertation adopts a qualitative, interpretivist methodology based on secondary research, drawing on academic literature, policy documents, and institutional data to examine the reproduction of gender inequality in UK workplaces between 1925 and 2025. A thematic and chronological structure is used to trace continuity and change across key historical periods, including post-war labour restructuring, neoliberal reforms, and contemporary equality legislation such as the Equality Act 2010. The analysis is informed by feminist and sociological theories, including gendered organisations (Acker), gender performativity (Butler), intersectionality (Crenshaw), and hegemonic masculinity (Connell), allowing for a critical examination of how inequality is produced and maintained within workplace structures. 
Key data sources include government statistics from the Office for National Statistics, as well as organisational case studies such as the BBC and HSBC. While this approach enables a broad historical analysis, it is limited by its reliance on secondary data and the absence of primary empirical research.
Methodologically, this dissertation is grounded in interpretations of philosophical frameworks. Interpretivism argues that reality is socially constructed and shaped by meaning, experience, and interaction rather than by fixed objectives or social ‘truths’/expectations. Unlike other approaches that prioritise measurable, quantifiable data, this dissertation seeks to understand how individuals interpret, experience, and perform within and for the social world and the actors around them. Exploring gender identity and inequality in relation to workplace expectations and social norms, it must be understood that these themes and concepts are subject to cultural, social, and institutional influences, as well as to individual lived experiences. This dissertation aims not only to highlight legislative data and statistics pertaining to the persistence of inequality but also to examine how inequality itself is constructed, maintained, reproduced, recognised, and experienced within labour markets, organisational structures, and social arenas/networks. 
Supporting the use of theories such as dramaturgical, intersectional, segmentation, and hegemonic masculinity, each prioritises interaction and socially constructed meaning/understanding. For example, dramaturgical theory, coined by Goffman, argues individuals perform within the parameters of their socially expected roles every day, whilst the theorists West and Zimmerman’s point to ‘Doing Gender’, suggesting acts of social accountability, such as homemaker, breadwinner typologies. These concepts align with the interpretive scope because they focus on meaning, identity, and social interaction/performance rather than solely on statistics. Additionally, it acknowledges individual experience and differences related to position, identity, and labels acquired within society. Imperative to discussions on intersectionality, understanding gender as a branch within a system of inequality, similar to an organic analogy, coined by Durkheim. Segregation by class, ethnicity, and religion produces its own forms of and responses to disadvantage; this has to be recognised to understand how inequality is defined and reproduced differently. 
This dissertation aims to use secondary qualitative research. This was considered the most appropriate method due to the researcher's access limitations and time constraints. The qualitative research focuses on the meanings and experiences essential to understanding occupational segregation and cultural norms, which are distinct yet reinforced within a self-fulfilling prophecy. The qualitative approach also allows the researcher to engage with existing critical theories and literature spanning a century of history, legislation, and evolution. Rather than accepting statistical facts or attempting to foster and establish observational research relationships that would only paint a picture of the current economic and employment climates, this study aims to highlight patterns, interpret themes, and examine social meanings within existing data and academic discussions. 
Supporting data and secondary research collected and analysed throughout this dissertation include academic publications, government and diversity reports, theory and media. These were chosen to gain access to a range of existing knowledge on gender inequality, domestic and market labour, segmentation, intersectionality, and labelling. Enabling the researcher to compare multiple sources and perspectives to aid in identifying and understanding differences in frameworks and contexts. Using existing data, such as employment statistics and work case studies, allowed for the evaluation of information on multiple social groups and work sectors. Ethically, secondary research was conducted due to its practicality and cost-effectiveness compared to a large-scale primary study. Issues surrounding discrimination and inequality of any kind can involve sensitive information and personal details, risking emotional distress for participants and researchers alike under the time and financial constraints of a master's degree, which did not feel in the dissertation's best interest. Secondary research allows themes of upset and a divisional nature to be explored without concerns about confidentiality or emotional responsibility. 
Furthermore, secondary research enabled a significant trail of historical knowledge, signposts, and comparisons to be established. How gender expectations and inequalities have evolved and continue to shape labour structures, for example, women’s requirements during war efforts and economic crisis, demonstrates how often participation within the labour market is influenced by external factors rather than equality alone. Women’s access and use will be adapted and addressed in regard to their countries' current economic conditions.
Secondary research allowed for a broader exploration of structural and social issues in contrast to an individual case study, providing a wider perspective on workplace inequality across different subcultures, groups, occupations, and time periods. Against, particularly useful with intersection arguments, existing studies on women of colour, working class and general discrimination provide evidence into how inequality and experiences can both overlap and differ across categories. Engagement with established theorists such as Durkheim, Connell, Crenshaw, Goffman and Rubery provided the research with a conceptual basis and an analytical model for interpreting gendered norms, practices and workplace structures. The study has undertaken a thematic analysis to identify and interpret reciprocal patterns across the collected data. This is a qualitative method used to organise meaning in research, chosen for its flexibility and ease in relating theoretical concepts, institutional structures, and social dynamics. Allowing for easy identification of and familiarisation with recurring social issues. 
Throughout this analysis, several patterns emerged, including but not limited to hegemonic masculinity, gendered expectations, intersectionality, performance, accountability, division of labour, and cultural and structural privilege. These themes were each interpreted through relevant theories and frameworks, for example, analysing occupational segregation with Rubery’s segmentation theory or gender performance under the scope of Goffman’s dramaturgical theory. Thematic analysis allowed the research to move beyond descriptive summaries and to critique and interpret how inequality is constructed, reproduced, and maintained. Enabling a connection to be made between every workplace practice/culture and historic organisational and social structures. 
Despite the research's strengths, there are several limitations; secondary research relies on existing data produced by others. This limits the researcher's control over how information was originally gathered, interpreted, and organised. It is important to acknowledge that some data may contain selective interpretations, limited representation and other biases. Others include using data that is not reflective of current social realities and contexts, as attitudes towards gender are fluid and constantly evolving, and, as a result, may not fully represent current workplace conditions. Additionally, some groups will be underrepresented in the literature available.
The nature of this research requires subjectivity; thematic analysis is heavily based on the researcher's interpretation, conclusions, and ascribed meaning. These are inferences from the researcher's perspective and covert opinions, regardless of the steps taken to move away from bias-informed decision-making. Other researchers would interpret the same data differently depending on their own background and experiences, thus may prioritise/seek out different themes and/or interpretations. In addition, because the research did not conduct interviews or participant observations, the secondary research may lack direct accounts of workplace inequality and the depth that primary qualitative data could have provided. 
An important aspect of the research process is reflexivity, understanding how the researcher’s awareness of their own experiences, position and values may influence their findings and interpretations. Given the sensitive and biased nature surrounding gender inequality and workplace discrimination, it is important that the researcher remains aware of their personal assumptions and influences. To minimise this bias, this dissertation aimed to incorporate a plethora of perspectives rather than relying on a single theoretical framework. Conjoining critical evaluations and competitive views to avoid presenting any claims or experience as universal or identical. This is important to the intersectional lens, which acknowledges that the experience of discrimination differs depending on perceived social categories such as religion. Recognising these complexities aids against overgeneralising experiences as homogeneous. This also recognises the limitations of the researcher's own experience and knowledge in fully understanding and accounting for all experiences and identities.
Although the study did not involve any participant interviews or observations, ethical considerations remain critical. This study aimed to discuss personal identity factors, such as gender and religion, in a critical yet respectful manner. Topics were approached with sensitivity to avoid reinforcing any stereotypes or discriminatory attitudes. 
Overall, the methodology used an interpretive qualitative approach, including secondary research and thematic analysis to identify and examine workplace inequalities and intersectional disadvantage through a gender-gaps lens. This was appropriate in enabling the researcher to collect relevant information and data within the constraints of a master's whilst critically analysing institutional structures, individual experience and meaning within existing relevant literature and evidence. Whilst limitations regarding issues such as subjectivity remain, the methodology aims to provide a strong framework for exploring how workplace inequalities are constructed, maintained, experienced and interpreted differently.












[bookmark: _Toc229346235]Historical context:
This section uses a chronological approach to outline the changes in women's employment from the First World War to the present day. During the First World War, “Almost the entire population of adult women was forced into wage labour.” (Goldin, 1988) Following the end of the war, the roles allocated to women during mobilisation to relieve male workers ended, and women reverted to their pre-war positions within the home. “After the war, most women returned home, let go from their jobs. Their jobs, again, belonged to men.” () Women’s elevated position within society after being required within mobilisation was then revoked. “The state, to some extent, alleviated their non-wage domestic labour, but the alleviation was never more than partial.” This clarifies the clear division of gender within labour practices, and the family does not apply within capitalist systems in need.
The Restoration of Pre-War Practices Act passed in 1919, required employers to reinstate the positions of men through trade unions who had served, “any rule, practice or custom obtaining before the war in any industry or branch of an industry has, during and in consequence of the present war, been departed from, the owner of that establishment shall be under an obligation at tie expiration or two montiıs from the passing of this Act, to restore or permit the restoration of the trade practice so previously obtaining, and for ne veir atter snea restoration re effected or if it a bee effected before the date of the passing of this Act for one year after that date, to maintain or permit the continuance of the trade practice.” (SIC) Legally, operators were required to reinstate jobs even if the positions were available. This created a threat of trade suspension looming within a short timeframe, regardless of how progressive an employer had been regarding gender equality in post-war England. A social and now legal expectation to revert to gendered normality was expected. 
Following World War II, marriage bars were widely popularised and enforced. “Marriage bars were policies adopted by firms and local school boards, from about the early 1900's to 1950, to fire single women when they married and not to hire married women.”() These restrictions limited how many women could even attempt to enter or maintain long-term employment, especially in the teaching and civil service sectors. “The marriage bar had at its height affected 751 of all local school boards and more than 50% of all office workers” (Golden, 1988, p.45). Women and men were clearly considered entirely different categories within the employment sphere.
Many welfare policies acted to reinforce traditional family models within post-war England; typologies and labels were common within the discourse of gender roles, such as the “breadwinner-caregiver" theory analysed by Julia B. Bear and Peter Glick. This presents the concept that structural and social norms, such as workplace roles, often assume that men are “the primary economic providers (breadwinners) and women are assumed to be the primary caretakers (caregivers)” (Bear and Glick, 2017, p.11). Structural inequalities are a part of a system that undermines women's economic independence. Key policies identified in the Beveridge Report correlated women's dependence on male support and intervention; the National Insurance Act of 1946 required weekly contributions to fund benefits for unemployment, sickness, maternity, retirement, and death grants within the UK. This relied on a "male breadwinner" model, treating married women as dependents and allowing them to pay reduced contributions, whilst at the same time restricting their individual pension rights. 
While Married women could choose not to pay full National Insurance contributions, this benefit remained at the discretion of their husbands’ insurance. This excluded a woman from receiving her own unemployment or sickness benefits. “The post-war welfare state was built around the assumption of a male breadwinner and a dependent female homemaker.” (Lewis, 1992, p.159). Despite introducing an 18-week maternity grant, this coexisted with pre-existing marriage bars in a few female-dominated sectors. To obtain and maintain a job alongside pregnancy and a family home became a reality that was depleting. A new benefit was the introduction of a widows’ grant, which legally allocated funds to the spouses of tradesmen following their demise. This was heavily subject to rule and reform. While the 1946 Act attempted to provide widespread benefits for women, it also reinforced gender inequality with social structures that viewed a married woman’s position within the workplace as temporary, therefore limiting their chances of gaining long-term employment and thus financial independence. 
Women’s labour participation increased; however, it was primarily in lower-quality roles. Hakim notes that “Women’s employment was shaped by their primary responsibility for domestic labour, leading to their concentration in part-time and low-paid work.” (Hakim) Among occupational segregation persisting across industries, Hakim understands this as “the differentiation between men’s and women’s work.” (Hakim). Hakim, a sociologist who founded preference theory, argues that women’s choices about employment are influenced and vary by lifestyle preferences. She identifies three distinct categories of lifestyle preference: Home-centred, Work-centred and Adaptive. These limiting factors, alongside social performance, perception and adherence, such as lower access to senior roles, led to a growing dissatisfaction, which contributed to early equal pay activism.
In 1970, the Introduction of the Equal Pay Act aimed to address wage disparities between workers, especially along gender lines. Rubery found “The Equal Pay Act 1970 marked a significant step towards formal equality, but its impact was limited by its narrow scope and the persistence of occupational segregation” (Jill Rubery). This reflects the same linear principle of workplace segregation that persisted from the post-war welfare system, despite the apparent advantages and measures taken before 1970. Figart notes that “Equal pay legislation reduced overt wage discrimination, but did not eliminate the structural inequalities that underpin the gender pay gap.” (Deborah M. Figart). Women may have obtained an equal share of their labour in positions such as secretaries and call operators, but this often translated into fewer long-term benefits, such as opportunities to earn bonuses, stability in their employment, or advancement to higher positions.
In 1975, the Sex Discrimination Act was put in place, which aimed to prevent direct discrimination based on gender in hiring processes, educational pursuits, and access to services. This was supported by the establishment of the Equal Opportunities Commission, charged to enforce these protections; “The Equal Opportunities Commission was established to work towards the elimination of discrimination and to promote equality of opportunity between men and women” (Dickens, 1999, p.11). These provisions highlighted a shift in institutional legislation, social norms and proactive measures towards equality. While formal barriers reduced the effect of these reforms, they were often restricted by individualised social norms, cultural bias, a lack of present workplace enforcement and indirect discrimination; “the enforcement of equality legislation in Britain has relied heavily on individual complaints rather than proactive investigation.” (Hepple, 2010, p.32). Without direct enforcement and intervention within individual workplaces, the ability to address discrimination is limited; as a result, many pre-existing indirect forms of gender discrimination were left unchallenged unless the offended individual pursued action. However, many women were often “reluctant to challenge discrimination because of the potential social and organisational costs involved” (Dickens, 1999, p.12). 
This settles into the dissertation's thought experiment, ‘What if you were a man for a day?” How does the removal of social expectation and limiting factors enforced by gender bias potentially adapt an individual's behaviour/performance? “Organisations are arenas within which social actors engage in patterned interactions that reproduce social structures.” (Acker, 1990, p.142). This presents the argument that social networking within the work place is a tool towards positive change however external factors such as individual upbringing, belief systems, politics and expectations will always have an inhibiting influence on the outcome of workplace equality reform due to the very face people are segregated by a label of ‘gender’ in the first place and what that label means to the individual; “Social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infractions constitutes deviance, and by applying those rules to particular people and labelling them as outsiders.” (Becker, 1963) Regardless of how many well-intentioned terms are legally enforced, it is down to individuals in the workplace to accept and adhere to the ruling to promote social change.
Under Margaret Thatcher's administration, the  1980’s experienced a restructuring within the labour sphere, by shifting many jobs from the public to the private sector; “The Thatcher governments transformed the British labour market through deregulation, privatisation and the weakening of the trade unions.” (Edwards, 2003, p.5) By reducing union strikes and power, individual employers gained greater control over workplace practices, conditions, and wages; this increased the popularity of insecure employment forms such as service-sector jobs, retail, and hospitality. 
While these increased positions were often held by women, they were also regularly lower-paid and less secure than the roles still available and prescribed to men, despite the decline in the manufacturing industry. However, these changes reinforced individualised responsibility: “Thatcherism promoted an emphasis on individualism and market solutions over collective welfare and state intervention” (Gamble, 1988). With inequality often being reframed as a lack of individual success, their failure to sustain meaningful, well paid employment with promotional opportunities rather than systematic issues, makes it harder for women and equality supporters to collaborate and challenge the institutions which segregate them. Making gender inequality less overt but supporting the concept of ingrained social and institutional norms effected women’s access to opportunities and experience within the workplace forced them to again rely on their male counterparts; “The expansion of part-time and low-paid work reinforced women’s economic dependence within households, particularly on male partners” (Rubery, 1994, p.396) lesser access to hours with full time hours, reduced pay exceptions and general social pressures within the workplace again effecting a woman’s ability to become financially independent.
In the 1990s, women in higher education and professional roles saw an increase; this was not achieved through individual acts or laws, but rather through a collection of policy shifts, such as fair recruitment and workplace equality monitoring, alongside changes to culture and workplace practices/attitudes. “The shift from equal opportunities to diversity management represented a move from compliance-based approaches to more productive organisational change” (Thomas, 1990). This shows how adapting labels and using language can lead to smooth social adaptation. These approaches led to improved gender equality for all, not just women; however, “the increasing participation of women in paid employment during the late twentieth century contributed to the erosion of traditional occupational segregation” (Lewis, 1997). 
Despite the increased presence of women in the workplace, the ‘glass ceiling’ is an invisible barrier within organisations that prevents women and other groups from advancing into high-paying, powerful roles. This barrier is produced and reinforced by organisational culture, bias and informal networks; “women are often excluded from informal networks where important information, influence and career opportunities are exchanged” (Morley, 2013). 

This again is largly due to social access women are often excluded from socially perceived ‘male’ activities such as sports, after work drinks and informal forms of mentoring thing alongside gendered spaces both within and external to the workplace such as gentlemen clubs a women’s ability to achieve equal opportunity to their male counterparts part is still heavily equated to their social status and perception which are heavily influenced by the individual. 
The next century saw the introduction of gender equality and parental rights by the 2002 Employment Act. The act highlighted ‘family-friendly’ policies, such as increased maternity entitlements and pay, allowing women to work reduced hours for longer periods; alongside the introduction of paternity leave and flexible work requests for those with families and young children, such as part-time working hours. Despite these changes elevating the burden of work-life balance for women, many of these rights remained “only a right to have the request considered, not a substantive right” (Pearson, 2024). These benefits were still highly dependent on individual circumstances; therefore, the effectiveness of these provisions was limited, with the legislation “widely criticised as providing only weak rights for employees” (Croucher and Kelliher, 2005). This reflects the neoliberal position, placing responsibility on the individuals rather than the institutions. Highlighting the lack of connection between the legislation on paper and policy in practice (Teasdale, 2020), demonstrating again that while formal measures against inequality expand, structural inequality within the workplace and wider society often persists. 
The 2010 Equality Act aimed to strengthen existing anti-discrimination laws developed by previous attempts at equality reform. “Designed to simplify as well as unify British discrimination law” (Feast and Hand, 2015). It merged key laws such as Sex Discrimination 1975 and Equal Pay 1970, thus simplifying the legal framework and definitions, making the rights easier to enforce, enact and understand. The Act introduced ‘protected characteristics’, “prohibits direct and indirect discrimination with respect to nine characteristics” (Mason and Mivera, 2020), implementing legal protection for those segregated on the grounds of sex, race, disability, belief, pregnancy, marriage and age. It clearly defined both direct and indirect discrimination, victimisation and harassment of all persons within employment and the legal sphere. The Act “provides a single, coherent framework to protect individuals from discrimination and to promote equality” (Hepple, 2010) by recognising multiple forms of inequality and unifying individuals under inclusive norms and protections aided in bridging social gaps within the workplace by fostering good relations between colleagues “equalities policies can contribute to a more inclusive organisational culture by setting expectations of fairness and respect” (McBride, 2001) highlighting the “expressive function in shaping social norms and promoting inclusion” (Fredman, 2011) by making the act itself an inclusive order to represent more than one group essentially against all other, the act allowed space for more respectful workplace interactions, through shares expectations of fairness and protection. 
The evolution of gender inequality in the UK specifically within the employment sphere has presented in the shift from overt exclusion to subtle institutional and social forms, while formal discrimination has been reduced over the last century the structural inequalities reinforced by social norms and values persist, this is evident through the continued gender pay gap and under representation of women in leaderships roles; despite years of supportive and unifying paper legistation. 
The 2010s saw mandatory gender pay gap reporting for large corporations in 2017, requiring all employers of over 250 employees to publish pay data annually and recognise any discrimination between mean pay and bonuses. HSBC reports one of the largest UK pay gaps at 59% (HSBC, 2018), highlighting a correlation toward men in senior roles, resulting in higher pay and bonus availability, reflective of the structural hierarchy’s persistence. These mandatory reports aimed to increase pay transparency by pressuring organisations to act so as not to be socially signposted (Figart, 2018). However, it is often found that “Transparency alone is insufficient to eliminate gender pay inequality without accompanying enforcement mechanisms” (Rubery, 2016). For example, the BBC was exposed to significant discrepancies in pay between its male- and female-identifying employees in 2018, which led to widespread public scrutiny and internal restructuring. 
Alongside the rise of social moments such as #MeToo, exposing vast sums of workplace harassment claims, normalised and hidden gendered authorities and in balanced workplace power relations. “The MeToo movement has revealed the systemic nature of sexual harassment in workplaces across sectors” (Banet-Weiser, 2018). Rather than isolated incidents, harassment is increasingly understood and accepted as it is embedded within organisational cultures, as Acker (1990) argues that workplace inequality is sustained by “organisational cultures that enable and normalise it” (Acker, 1990). The rise of these movements represents how legislation and policies arguably, however slowly created conditions in which more people felt empowered to engage with policy and speak up; as “previously silenced experiences of workplace harassment were made publicly speakable” (Tannen, 2018), high profile cases such as Harvey Winestine, demonstrate how power imbalances within workplaces allow abuse to persist, however their dismantlement and the influx of moment against workplace discrimination and harassment present the proof that with correct systematic reform and subsequent social exposure as a means of peer policing; “organisational members themselves actively participate in maintaining gendered expectations through everyday practices.” (Acker, 1990) when individuals and institutions alike are held socially accountable more people become aware of their own rights, experiences and actions thus promoting change through their expectations to be treated fairly both in work and social interactions as they are “held accountable to normative expectations” (West and Zimmerman, 1987) this demonstrates peer policing in action where workplace actors enforce gender norms through informal judgement and social pressures. 
The 2019 COVID pandemic strengthened pre-existing gender inequalities in the UK labour market. This was particularly significant regarding job security and underpaid care and key worker roles, often reserved  for female employees. Furlough schemes, employment disruption and increased domestic responsibility due to limited childcare options disproportionately affected women, “Crises do not create gender inequalities; they expose and deepen them” (Fraser, 2017). As they were expected to return home after the war, women were again expected to shoulder the domestic responsibilities of a family in crisis. The national statistics office found in 2021 that women were more likely to be furloughed, largely because they worked in sectors such as hospitality, which experienced disproportionate closures during lockdown. This, alongside school closures, reinforced expectations regarding the gendered division of care and the burden of unpaid domestic labour on women, amplifying how economic shocks amplify pre-existing gender stereotypes. 
However, with the rapid extension of hybrid and remote working, a further shift in organisational norms and expectations, such as productivity, workload and progression, due to a lack of ‘peer policing’ and social regulation through expectation. With increased flexibility allowing many to work from home and around their domestic and childcare needs, a reduced physical presence in the workplace negatively impacts access to informal networks and progression opportunities; this is strongly supported by feminist theory regarding workplace practice. West and Zimmerman, in ‘doing gender’, explore how these workplace expectations are reinforced through interaction. 
In response, Diversity, Equality and Inclusion initiatives became increasingly implemented and promoted across the UK, such as flexible working-from-home policies, which improved job access for parents, carers and disabled workers alike. Blind CV screening, which limits discrimination based on gender and race by removing names and gender indicators during recruitment, alongside diverse hiring panels, aims to reduce unconscious bias in hiring decisions. While Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives have become central to contemporary workplace policy, academic research suggests they often fail to address structural inequality. As Thomas (1990s) argues, “diversity management often operates as a managerial discourse that leaves underlying power relations largely untouched” (Thomas, 1990), indicating that such initiatives may improve representation without altering organisational hierarchies. Similarly, Ahmed (2012) contends that diversity work “can shift responsibility for inequality onto individuals by focusing on attitudes rather than institutional structures, reinforcing a neoliberal logic of personal accountability” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 34). In this sense, DEI policies may function as “window dressing” (Guest, 2017), improving organisational reputation while leaving deeper inequalities intact.

The challenge now is to understand and accept how these inequalities are embedded in culture and differ from person to person.










[bookmark: _Toc229346236]Discussion of the findings:
This dissertation aimed to explore the reproduction, legitimation and evolution of gender inequality within the UK workforce between 1925 and 2025. Together, the policy and legislative frameworks, theoretical scholarship and historical case studies examined present an evident pattern; regardless of whether inequality has arguably diminished gradually through increased recognition and targeted through the removal of formal barriers such as the Equal Pay Act or maternity pay, gender inequality has not ceased to exist, despite claims. Rather, the subject of inequality has evolved, through subtle social typologies, labels and expectations embedded within all social systems, including the workforce, thus reinforcing gendered expectations, limitations and values institutionally. 
The persistence of inequality within workplace interaction is often evident in organisational structures, which have access to social interactions, information and invitations through their position and expected communication, which may lead to overt discussion, informal mentorship and, thus, workplace behaviour. These informal workplace cultures, performative gender norms have individualised experiences; however, other aspects such as periods of economic shock, War, Covid-19 and the historic unequal division of domestic responsibility and labour between men and women aid in the persistence of inequality. Inequality is both a self-fulfilling prophecy and a daunting reality of social power for and between genders. 
Whilst legislative efforts such as the Equal Pay Act 1970 and the Equality Act 2010 aimed to establish formal protections against equality barriers, these legal efforts and paper trails have not translated into established, legitimate social equality. This section presents that gender inequality is sustained and reproduced in the everyday interactions of the individual, regardless of gender; this becomes prevalent in workplace interactions from recruitment to promotion, institutional expectations and privileges such as idolised ‘masculine’ forms of authority and emotional resistance, and domestic expectations. 
One of the themes throughout this dissertation is the distinction between legal and social equality, and between policy reform and employees' actual workplace experiences. The twentieth century saw changes in legislation, with increased efforts to address direct forms of discrimination,, such as equal recruitment opportunities. Acts such as the 1970 Equal Pay Act, 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, 2002 Employment and 2010 Employment show a steady rise in measures taken against discrimination and harassment, and in policy enforcement, such as companies with over 250 employees being expected to publish their employment data and pay gaps (BBC, 2010). However, these reforms often target overt discrimination within institutions, glass ceilings, and equal pay based on role rather than more covert forms of economic access, such as informal mentorship and gendered spaces like gyms and country clubs. Whilst decades of legislation efforts have pushed against direct gender inequality, they have often failed to recognise underlying organisational cultures, leaving many social and workplace barriers intact. 
Hepple argued in 2010 that equality law in Britain “realised heavily upon individual complaints” (Hepple, 2010, p. 122) rather than proactive measures of enforcement and integration. This means methods and paths towards challenging discrimination are often at the discretion, responsibility, and burden of the individual worker rather than the institution implementing them.  This is reflective of Ahmed’s 2012 critique of diversity culture and neoliberal attitudes; reporting institutions often perform symbolically, for example, McDonald's famously ‘flipped’ their logo to represent a ‘W’ rather than their recognised ‘M’ for International Women’s Day in 2018, with a reported 100 restaurants engaged within the campaign (Reuters, 2018). However, these changes included only a single sign adaptation at a location in California and vague promotional references, such as social media logos changing and uniform advertising with pins (Reuters, 2018). A grounding example of symbolic action without fundamentally redistributing power, only 100 restaurants from a company projected to have had “37,855 outlets as of 2018” (World Economic Forum, 2026), participated in a campaign, which represented a self reported 64% of their employees in 2018 (McDonald’s Corporation, 2022). Women may have the numbers and the label; however, the enforcement of many equality measures is failing. 
As a consequence, organisations are more legally responsible and therefore inclusive whilst remaining as exclusionary as possible regarding culture. This is evident in the symbolic interactions and gestures presented by Ahmed, tokens of equality that have allowed women to feel empowered enough to enter the workplace and stabilise their position over time; however, they simultaneously permit inequalities between individual diversities to persist. Representation can also be a tool for exclusion, through the very nature of labelling something or someone as vulnerable in entertainment, for example, within industry standards, such as maternity leave changes and the 2002 Employment Act.
Another underlying idea found is the reinforcement of workplace inequality through social performance. Focal points for theorists such as Butler and West & Zimmerman are, first, that gender is a social concept and a performance repeatedly reinforced through individual interactions, which, in turn, trigger greater social influence and effect. Gendered social arenas are shown to frequently emerge within the workplace in sectors such as authority and leadership, emotional restraint, response and communication, as well as expectations of professionalism and confidence; driven by typically masculinised characteristics and gender coded behaviours. Opportunities within recruitment, assessment, promotion, negotiation and networking spaces. These traits are associated with Connell's theory of hegemonic masculinity, which holds that they “reinforce socially dominant ideas of masculine norms” (Connell, 1995). For example, advertising portrays caregiver and breadwinner roles. Demonstrating how the persistence of inequality is often down to women’s structural exclusion, however heavily informed by gendered organisational and social norm legitimacy, it is ingrained into the very fabric of communication and media alike and what people have and chosen to engage with can affect their experience with inequality. 
Leaving space for discrepancies referred to by Butler as ‘performance contradictions’, when individuals ‘act out’ of their socially ascribed role and perimeters, this can be referred to through increased ‘violation’ of feminine expectations such as increased assertiveness which may improve perception of workplace competence however can heavily affected their social status and thus access to informal opportunities, mentorship and benefit through indirect inequity stemming from an social discomfort regarding historical and embedded expectations regarding a woman’s public presence and presentation. There is a critique of the fact that men experience inequality compared to women; however, within their own sectors, such as paternity rights. A recent surge in men’s mental health support, as “research suggests that the help-seeking gap for mental health treatment between men and women has closed since 2014” (UK Government, 2025), as “NHS talking therapy use rising by 12% since 2019” (NHS England, 2026), this pushes against archaic claims of masculine resilience and emotional ineptitude. However, the lower levels of engagement still call into question why an unequal number of men and women seek out opportunities such as mental health support. 
This duality is reflected throughout employment and feminist perspective literature, in conjunction with this dissertation’s thought experiment, ‘if you were a man for a day,” which is useful in expressing how identifying behaviours such as these perceived masculine qualities are interpreted and performed differently, depending on the individual's perception of gender and norms, informed by experience and education, both social and formal forms. How would one adapt to their environment and a changed role when their social perception essentially didn’t matter?
Whilst a man being louder than others in a social arena, such as the workplace, may often be interpreted as an indication of confidence, other typologies and labels are also associated socially, such as ambitious and authoritative. However, these terms are less widely applied to their female counterparts; for imitative behaviour, a confidant woman may instead be referred to as emotional, difficult, and hostile. This suggests the argument that professional legitimacy is oftentimes socially constructed rather than objectively measured; “social groups create deviance by making rules whose infraction constitutes deviance,” (Becker, 1963). Actions and responses are socially labelled based on individual beliefs and circumstances, which, in turn, construct expectations by categorising traits such as gender and race. An arguable defence mechanism among these social actors Butler referred to, to reduce social tensions, isolation, and threat based on prepared expectations informed by social ‘fact’. 
Other recurring themes include concerns regarding the role and reliance of peer policing and other informal forms of social regulation, similarly informed by labelling. West and Zimmerman presented the concept of accountability in 1987,  the idea that people are held accountable to social norms, stating, “doing gender means creating differences between girls and boys and women and men, that are not natural, essential or biological” (West and Zimmerman, 1987). The very fabric of society is based on underlaying historical social systems of devision, ones which reflect rooted gender stereotypes stemming from available knowledge such as publication (the bible) and experience (familial impact/belief) these are then reinforced by social evaluation, how well individuals can perform the traits ascribed to their overt perceived gender; “gender is maintained through accountability to social expectations” (West and Zimmerman, 1987). This is particularly beneficial for understanding how workplace behaviour is consistently observed and regulated through informal judgement.


In addition to an individual's role specifications and assigned tasks, employees are expected to fulfil social debts, such as performing gender ‘correctly’. This is presented through performative gestures such as humour, social ritual (handshakes), gossip, emotional expression, access and dress codes/uniform availability. Police officers have faced decades of historical institutional barriers, including their uniform, which was primarily designed to conform to male body standards (Brown, 1998). Many women would carry handbags rather than standard police and safety equipment. This importantly highlights how inequality is not solely reproduced by management structures but also by employees' adherence to themselves, and it supports Acker’s argument that organisations are “active sites of gender production” (Acker, 2012, p. 36). Suggesting that workplace inequality and discrimination are heavily influenced by socially normalised behaviour and routine interactions/practices. Thus, structural inequality has become almost a cultural commonplace in the UK. 
Furthermore, this dissertation identified an historical pattern of economic shocks alongside increased burdens and expectations for women, which later reinforced traditional gender norms. Economic crises such as World Wars, the Thatcher administration, and the Covid-19 pandemic have repeatedly shown that a woman’s expected participation and access to the labour market often expand during crises, despite domestic demand simultaneously increasing (Milkman, 1987). This calls into question why exceptions to social rules,, such as traditional gender roles of homemaker/breadwinner, are so commonly and quickly adopted to suit the economic needs of institutions. While women were recruited and placed to fill labour force gaps during the conflict, the COVID-19 pandemic is a strong demonstration of how rapidly workplace expectations, practices, and equality can regress under economic strain. Women disproportionately experienced unpaid care burdens, increased flexibility, however reduced hours, leading to employment instability, especially within already female-focused work commitments such as hospitality and care, alongside reported discrepancies in furlough access. This supports Fraser’s debate that a crisis can often “expose rather than create inequality” (Fraser, 2017). Similarly, women were sharply removed from the workforce following the return of their male counterparts from war, many turning back beneath the thumb and support of their husbands and colleagues despite their capacity, stepping down into lesser positions or simply exiting the workforce altogether, reinforcing traditional nuclear family values. Therefore, suggesting workplace gender equality remains highly conditional on social need and exception, and is often vulnerable to economic restructuring. Women are often used as a tool of convenience when needed by their employer, institution, and even the country.  There is no gender preference. 
Furthermore, with the rise in flexible working conditions and remote opportunities, the restructuring of inequality has changed. Increased flexibility in working hours and location emerged as a progressive step, allowing women to work more efficiently around other social tasks such as domestic burdens and childcare; however, it has many contradictory elements. While remote work improved access for carers and those with disabilities, it reduced commuting barriers and social expectations regarding uniform and workplace conduct. It similarly reduced workplace viability, thus weakening informal networks and opportunities such as mentoring and promotional access, likely reinforcing gender inequalities as a result of accountable performance. Women may have more pathways towards employment in their decision-making; Morley identified this persistence as an exclusion from informal networks, thus hindering access and reflecting how inequality has simply adapted to suit global technological developments rather than disappeared altogether. These findings suggest that mere flexibility, such as part-time and adaptable working hours, without real structural and cultural change, risks reproducing the very hierarchies that policy, such as the 2010 Equality Act, set out to resolve in the first place, just in new forms. Inequality is adaptive, just as any social expression is. 
A major aspect of this analysis is intersectionality theory and the concept of uneven inequality through individualised experience. This prevents ‘women’ from being defined as a singular, secular category; workplace inequality can operate and occur unevenly depending on an individual's perceived race, sexuality, and class. As well as other defining background details, such as visible and covert disability and familiar structural/home-life challenges. A middle-class, Christian, white woman may benefit professionally from flexible working and corporate initiatives that reflect a calendar of Christian holidays and westernised norms such as Christmas and Easter. Rather than integrating culturally inclusive practices and religious celebrations, such as Eid. “The interplay of religion and gender is a relevant factor in the labour market disadvantage experienced by Muslim women” (Cannon, 2023). These intersections of religion and gender disproportion inequality, concentrated in areas such as care work and retail, support Rubery’s argument that the labour market is segmented through occupational segregation and gendered labour division: “women are concentrated in particular segments of the labour market characterised by low pay and limited promotion opportunities” (Rubery, 1988). 
Working-class women of colour remain overrepresented in nursing and teaching, while men are still presented in engineering and leadership roles. They have their own intersectional segments of inequality; however, they are now devised against an historic foundation of sex and gender inequality also. Therefore, demonstrating the layers of gender inequality are subject to the individual's identity and subsequent social categories/expectations rather than universal shared experience and opportunity; “Occupational segregation reflects intersecting inequalities of gender, class, and ethnicity rather than a uniform experience of disadvantage” (Rubery, 1988; Crenshaw, 1989). Equality, at its very definition, cannot be achieved simply because of individuality, subculture, experience, and expectations. 
Within this dissertation, inequality has been repeatedly represented as self-reinforcing, conceptualisable as an ‘organic’ social and historical process working in an almost self-resetting domino effect. Social interaction informs Gender norms; gender norms shape institutional structures and expectations; and those expectations shape behaviour within the workplace. As a result, the cycle starts again by reproducing the norms expected through social performance, which in turn supports the narrative of gender and intersectional division. As a social actor, the ‘script’ is permitted to change the context; the role and play have already been approved in advance. The performance must closely reflect the expected narrative to be widely understood and socially accepted. Goffman presented this in 1959 as dramaturgical theory, when “individuals manage impressions in accordance with socially defined roles” (Goffman, 1959), explaining social life as a theatre performance in which people constantly adapt and manage how they appear in everyday interactions. This is often suited to the individual and context, as well as being subject to wider contexts such as gender law and policy. 
This reflects Durkheim’s organic analogy, in which “social institutions function interdependently like organs within a body” (Durkheim, 1893), towards a greater whole. Workplace inequality persists due to multiple institutional and informal social systems that support one another; if one structure fails, another will pick up the slack, similar to arguments made about a woman’s role during economic crises. For example, social norms regarding gender roles inform unequal child care expectations and domestic burdens, which in response, reduce female progression through availability and access. This reduced progression reinforces male dominance within leadership roles due to a lack of contest. These leadership positions shape hiring norms and industry standards, which reproduce inequality and confirm social dynamics around gender, ability, and expectations. Therefore, suggesting that inequality prevails not due to a single barrier within a broken institution but rather because of overlapping internal and external systems operating together to support and reproduce the narrative that keeps their networks and economy functional with the least intervention, linking back to peer policing.
Whilst some women may only experience one barrier on their path to equal employment opportunity, promotion, pay, and decision-making in domestic labour, others will contend with several over their lifetime, or even overlapping barriers simultaneously. As  “Women are not a homogeneous category; their experiences of inequality are shaped by race, class and other social divisions,” (Nira Yuval-Davis, 1997) illustrates how gender inequality is not experienced linearly nor uniformly but is subject to intersectional differences and thus differentiated life chances. This explains why workplace equality remains highly individualised despite universal legislation, increased opportunity may exist for women, however the journey to obtaining and maintaining progress is still subject to social scrutiny and expectation limiting how many of those feel empowered enough to speak up and act, rather it’s using formal initiatives put in place throughout organisations or peer policing within social arenas in relation to the home and workplace to supplement a balance such as the MeToo! movement. 
Ultimately, this dissertation suggests that meaningful structural change remains limited in many ways; legal reform is primarily easier to achieve over cultural reform as it acts as a signpost, a token of change rather than an actual enforcement mechanism put into action. It is less complicated to grant representation than it is to redistribute power, just because people are aware of injustice and may speak out against it, there is no guarantee their complaint would gain traction just because it is heard, it must first fit into the existing audience’s expectations, gaining recognition rather than direct power over anything. Policy visibility and apparent implementation are simpler than institutional restructuring and authoritarian methods of inclusive practice. Instead, ‘opportunity’ is used as a vessel for ostensible change, while invisible, indirect barriers often affect the true response to equality incentives and policy. 
 This shows how modern organisations and the UK workforce frequently support equality rhetorically, implementing ‘inclusive’ reforms such as maternity pay, whilst maintaining systems that reward uninterrupted labour, masculinised behaviour traits and informal workplace social arenas through mentorships and events that not everyone is privy to or can access. For example, male colleagues attending the same gym as their employer and having increased opportunity to hold conversations void of polite social expectations. Thus, contemporary inequalities often persist in subtle exclusion, informal cultures, and legitimacy biases that inform organisational expectations rather than explicit or direct discrimination.





[bookmark: _Toc229346237]Conclusion:
Overall, this dissertation argues that gender inequality in the UK, specifically in its workforce, has evolved between 1925 and 2025. Despite measures introduced to reduce and eliminate inequality, it has far from disappointed, merely adapted. Whilst formal barriers to women's participation in the workforce and employment opportunities have shown significant decline due to legislation and policy reform within politics and organisations, aided by feminist activism and global crisis, indirect inequality remains embedded within organisational and workplace cultures, institutional structures and everyday social interactions all wrapped with a bow of intersectionality. 
Presenting theory and debate from a timeline of sociological and feminist theory, the dissertation demonstrates how workplace inequality has been and is reproduced through performative norms, hegemonic masculinity, peer policing and gendered expectations within organisations and social exchange. Collectively, Butler, West, Zimmerman, Acker, Connell and Crenshaw unravel the covert and complex systems that gender operates within, not simply as a persona nor Identity but as a web of social networks which regulates systems of power, authority, legitimacy and opportunity, which in response self-contain and reproduce in a vicious loop. Supported by substantial historical analysis, periods of economic change and crisis further demonstrated the reinforcement of traditional gender roles and the stability of women's employment, from post-war labour reorganisation to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Despite equality legislation's attempts to improve formal protections, remove structural inequalities, and address direct examples of harassment, division, or discrimination within the workplace, more subtle and indirect forms persist. Through informal Networks, social arenas, and workplace cultures, as well as the experience of recruitment procedures and access to opportunities for progression, such as leadership roles or higher pay, gender discrepancies persist. 
The thought experiment ‘if you were a man for a day’, served as a conceptual framework for understanding how workplace and recruitment experiences are influenced by social assumptions, attitudes, expectations and values. Surrounding traits of authority, availability and competence. By repositioning gender as something thematic, the dissertation attempted to highlight how inequality preservers through both institutional routine and everyday social interactions. The knowledge that change can be easily achieved through equal access and decree is limited by its own assumption that one rule can apply to and direct a multitude of individuals to perform accordingly or as expected, essentially forgetting the accountability of those who enact inequality in the first place. Everyone. Everyday. Due to the very fact that being human requires someone to abide by the same institutional law and social rules despite their individual experiences and values, a near impossible feat without equality within all sectors of life, race, sexuality, and economic. 
This study concludes that gender inequality within the UK employment and economic spheres endures despite reforms due to normalised expectations, experiences, and behaviours in everyday social, personal, and organisational practices/structures, as examined through labelling theories and organic analogies. Equality at its root, therefore, cannot be achieved through legislation and policy reform alone. Meaningful and stable social change is required to aid the internal dismantling of inequality-reinforcing workplace cultures, social expectations and responses, as well as changes to internal, global and institutional definitions of professionalism, value and responsibility. 
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