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[bookmark: _Toc225102868]Introduction
This research will analyse the ideological influences on Gender Equality at Every Stage: A Roadmap for Change (2019) social policy from the 2016-2019 Theresa May Conservative government. This policy is considered historic, as the leaders and parties in government have changed since publication, therefore, the research will present the ideological influences which may have shaped the policy, in addition to a reflection on whether this guidance has been adhered to and if societal ideologies have changed since publication. This research will introduce an overview of ideologies and how social behaviour could influence various aspects of society. In addition, further analysis into the definition and criteria of social policy will be presented, drawing upon the Gender Equality at Every Stage: A Roadmap for Change (2019) social policy with reflection to the political influences and context. Gender equality is addressed as it is the predominant theme throughout the social policy, and the discussion will include binary representations of gender and an overview of gender inequalities. The social policy stated girls and boys are treated differently since birth, which could guide their education or occupation choices (Government Equalities Office, 2019). Therefore, the themes within this research include education, Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics, hereafter abbreviated to STEM, workplaces, and the gender pay gap. In education, discussions present how young children could perceive distinctions between men and women and analysing the teacher’s power to reduce gender inequalities, in relation to the hidden curriculum. In addition, STEM workplaces could be predominantly masculine environments, acknowledging the ideological beliefs which may hinder women from entering without misogynist stereotypes. The gender pay gap is assessed from 2019 to 2025, to understand if government social policies are effective in reducing this disparity. Throughout the discussion, the first name of women researchers and theorists may be used, as surnames could misgender, which might cause women not to be acknowledged for their publication. 
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Kroska (2000), van Dijk (2009), and Nescolarde-Selva, Usó-Doménech, and Gash (2017) stated ideology is a system of ideas or beliefs which individuals or groups may be committed to that may influence their thoughts and practices. For example, at the basis of knowledge on women’s rights, there may be feminist or anti-feminist ideology, suggesting ideologies could maintain social dominance and manage opposition (van Dijk, 2009). Conway, Chan, and Woodard (2020) addressed ideological labels may not be simple to define, as meaning can be contextual and subjective, however, in contrast Freeden (2009) stated ideologies may be defined by non-negotiable beliefs which are specific. In addition, Weismueller et al. (2022) defined political ideology as individuals’ attitudes and behaviours towards political issues, which may contrast with other ideologies the individual has, due to increased social media, as people may promote fake news or mistruths. This could influence the effectiveness of government policies in education, the workplace, or society. Furthermore, gender ideologies will be prevalent throughout the research, and while it is a multifaceted concept, for this research it encompasses the egalitarian to traditional attitudes and practices individuals and society hold regarding gender (Grunow, Begall, and Buchler, 2018). Therefore, understanding and defining ideologies may not be simplistic, addressing government policies could represent various ideologies which compare and contrast with the population.
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Beland (2010), Baldock (2012), and Blakemore and Warwick-Booth (2013) addressed social policy is an intervention from the government with the aim to redistribute resources or support among the population, in response to societal problems or norms. In addition, Liddiard and Mitton (2012) stated for social policies to be effective, social needs should be defined in accordance with the specific policy. This is because social policy is designed to meet some individual needs or address specific inequalities or issues within the population (Hewitt, 1998), which could be supported with reference to Maslow’s hierarchy of need (1943) and Bradshaw’s taxonomy of need (1972). In Gender Equality at Every Stage: A Roadmap for Change (2019), the government was committed to transforming the UK into a country where everyone, regardless of gender, could reach their full potential, and their aim was for every woman in the UK to have the capacity and freedom to do anything they choose (Government Equalities Office, 2019). The Government Equalities Office (2019) addressed gender equality as being within national interest, because it could be influential in individuals’ well-being, and for society, employers, and the economy. The policy addressed the outcomes that would be achieved by dismantling inequalities in both women and men’s lives (Government Equalities Office, 2019). This could be considered a left-wing policy from the Conservative government. Conservatism is generally right wing and aspires to preserve traditional society, however, some Conservative policies may have moved from right-wing and could be considered similar to Labour in recent years (Quinn, 2008; Blakemore and Warwick-Booth, 2013), as supported by Campbell and Erzeel (2018), which could be a response to transforming social norms. In contrast, Quinn (2008) addressed some of the UK population who believed this progress within British society would be unwelcomed by the Conservative party. However, David Cameron, who Theresa May assumed leadership afterwards, pledged to modernise the Conservative party through inclusive and socially liberal ideologies, indicating the Conservative ideology may be altered depending on the beliefs of the party leader (Dorey, 2007; Beech, 2015). Nevertheless, Quinn (2008) addressed this could be viewed as rebranding the Conservative party with the aim to increase public support, which Gagnon et al. (2018) states might represent populism, as while it is ideologically ambiguous, politicians and parties could claim to support the interests of the population, even though some would express contradictory opinions based on the current political movements. Nevertheless, gender equality may not be considered a populist attitude with the increase in online discussions and political figures expressing misogynist views, as supported by Ging (2017), Farrell et al. (2019), Van Valkenburgh (2019), and Barnes and Karim (2025). Therefore, the ideology represented in the social policy presents a feminist and egalitarian view, in contrast to Conservative beliefs. In addition, left-wing ideology is considered inclusive and tolerant with the preference for social change and advocating for personal freedom (Huber and Schimpf, 2017; Czarnek, Szwed, and Kossowska, 2018). The Government Equalities Office (2019) adopting left feminist gender ideologies may portray the social policy as disingenuous, as it could aim to encourage women voters to the party (Campbell and Erzeel, 2018). However, the publication of gender equality objectives from the government may be perceived as beneficial in advocating for women’s rights, regardless of ideological or party intentions.
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Gender equality, while discussed and evidenced throughout the policy, is not addressed with a concise definition. This absence of clarity could cause miscommunication and individual bias to influence the effectiveness of the social policy, because gender identities in the twenty-first century may be fluid and diverse (Gosling, 2018; Roberts, Gray, and Miñano, 2020; Sumerau, Mathers, and Moon, 2020). However, Budgeon (2013) stated gender could be used to dismantle the perceived differences between men and women, which may be effective in creating objectives for policies, which is supported by gender duality beliefs, which may have influenced the policy, as boys and girls are regarded as distinct silos  (Emilson, Folkesson, and Lindberg, 2016). Nevertheless, gender is socially constructed and has been redefined based on transforming social, medical, and legal interpretations throughout centuries (Pryzgoda and Chrisler, 2000; Perry, 2016; Richardson, 2020; World Health Organisation, 2025), and may teach individuals expectations on how to act and interact with society based on their gender (Brussino and McBrien, 2022). The binary representation of gender in the social policy could depict the ideological views portrayed from the Conservative government in 2019. In contrast, Cary (2017), Settle (2018), and York (2018) reported Theresa May supported transgender individuals and aimed to absolve the gender pay gap to reduce the injustices women could experience, indicating while the language within the social policy indicates focused outcomes on women’s equality, May’s narrative might not suggest ignorance towards achieving equality for all genders. However, in April 2025, the UK Supreme Court in For Women Scotland Ltd vs The Scottish Ministers, declared the legal definition of a woman is founded on biological sex (The Supreme Court, 2025). This was due to their interpretation of the Sex Discrimination Act 1975, as the terms man and woman distinguished the contrast between the sex groups, and in the Equality Act 2010, no apparent modification of the meaning of man and woman was discovered (BBC, 2025; CIPD, 2025; House of Commons, 2025; The Supreme Court, 2025). Therefore, understanding the authors or organisation definitions and ideologies of gender equality could influence whether policies outcomes are achieved (Anderson, 2025), as it is important to acknowledge which definition of a woman the policy was or is advocating for. While further research is needed into the definition of women and gender used by the Conservative party in 2019, for this essay, the definition of a woman represents all individuals who identify as a woman.
In addition, Krizsan and Lombardo (2013) and Roberts, Gray, and Miñano (2020) indicated policies aimed at equal treatment and dismantling inequality may disregard the broader disadvantages and intersectional impacts encountered by some women, which is recognised by the Government Equalities Office (2019) addressing the additional characteristics and intersectional disadvantages which may create gender inequalities. Furthermore, Mim (2019) addressed gender roles as referring to various stereotypical behaviours and attitudes expected by men and women in society, indicating socially prescribed rules for masculine and feminine could increase discrimination throughout an individual’s life. In support, Udry’s construction of gendered behaviour (1997) regarded masculinity and femininity as unequal statuses within society (Kennelly, Merz, and Lorber, 2001), which Simone de Beauvoir supported by expressing the status of women is continuously on the threshold of becoming (Barker, 1997). This ideology may be represented in the social policy, as the objectives present the inequalities women may encounter compared to men, which illustrate a liberal-egalitarian ideology, as it advocates for gender equality in pay and dual roles (Shu, Zhu, and Meagher, 2024). Furthermore, equality is a multifaceted concept with no single definition, but for equality to have meaning, it must be defined (Nanni, 2023). However, equality could be considered as the relationships between individuals, as an equal society would aim to dismantle hierarchies to ensure people are treated as equals (Fourie, 2012). Nanni (2023) expresses policies and practice may not be sufficient in achieving equality for women, as for example, the perceived norm is the Equality Act 2010 protects women against discrimination, and while this might be the truth for some women, others would contest it based on their actual norms (Dannals and Li, 2024). Therefore, gender and equality are distinct and intersectional concepts which may be influenced by various ideological views, which could affect how gender equality is portrayed and expected to be achieved in social policies.
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The Government Equalities Office (2019) stated gender norms start from a young age which could contribute to limiting attitudes for men and women into adulthood, supporting the policies aim to explore and improve the gender balance within education. In support, Marcus (2018) and Ollis et al. (2022) stated education could be influential in dismantling gender equality, because of the resources and opportunities teachers may provide children and young adults on gender norms. In addition, Wood et al. (2022) addressed that infant children may begin to identify gender and interpret differences between men and women, which indicates primary teachers should begin discussions on gender norms. This could represent positive liberty, an individual’s ability to control their life and have freedom of choice (Carter, 2022), which is addressed in the social policy, suggesting education on gender bias to all students could prepare them for adulthood and twenty-first century society. In addition, the social policy could have adopted Foucault’s theory of relational power to address reproducing gender stereotypes, as it explores the relationships, language, and norms which may be considered more powerful within society compared to government policies (Roberts, Gray, and Miñano, 2020). This draws upon the UNESCO (2017) conclusion of a correlation between positive early educational experiences in STEM and career aspirations for all students, which Marcus (2018) and Mim (2019) further explored with teachers’ power within the classroom in their assessment of gender suitability in STEM subjects and in gendered assigned tasks, which could perpetuate gender roles from young ages. In support, Mim (2019) and De Loof et al. (2021) stated teachers should encourage all students to STEM subjects and address any unwillingness to learn, as it may be influenced by gender stereotypes. However, Brussino and McBrien (2022) addressed that teachers should be educated and develop skills to dismantle gender stereotypes within the classroom, which is not reflected within the social policy. This suggests there may be pressure on schoolteachers to educate students on gender bias and deconstruct traditional ideologies within the classroom. However, Pearson’s Gender Equality Guidelines could support practitioners to acknowledge the traditional focus on men and aim to educate on how to adapt their language and behaviours to dismantle unconscious biases toward girls in the classroom (Brussino and McBrien, 2022). In addition, the hidden curriculum, from Marxist 1970s analysis of education, encompasses the values and practices within schools which could legitimise the reproduction of the dominant class or hierarchy (Donovan et al., 2023). This could be represented in the social policy, as the education objective recognised schools as significant in providing balanced information on sexism and misogynist views. Furthermore, Wood et al. (2022) found a distinction between the knowledge and endorsement of stereotypes in young adults and emphasised the importance of educating all gendered students on challenging persistent gender biases. The Relationships and Sexuality Code from the Welsh Government (2021) provides guidance to practitioners on educating students about equitable treatment and biases towards genders, which could have been influenced by the social policy and other government policies, in addition to changing ideological beliefs on gender equality. Furthermore, the classroom environment could be an influential factor in perpetuating gender bias, as masculine classroom environments could cause some girls to withdraw from the learning  (Mim, 2019), as the hidden curriculum may enforce subject suitability. In addition, Kahn and Ginther (2017) stated female teachers may encourage girls learning in all subjects, if inclusive attitudes and practices are adopted, supporting the Government Equalities Office (2019) analysis of children’s career aspirations becoming restricted from young ages. Therefore, education could be influential in dismantling gender inequalities for women if ideological beliefs held by practitioners, within the curriculum, and in social policy promote an inclusive and equitable environment.
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The social policy highlighted the government’s aim to increase participation in STEM subjects for girls through evidenced-based analysis of barriers to STEM progress, to ensure the action objectives can be effective (Government Equalities Office, 2019). The under-representation of girls and women in STEM education and careers is not a new phenomenon within the UK or worldwide (Smith and White, 2025), however, UNESCO (2017) addressed the gender gap in STEM has reduced but not eliminated, but this requires further research into each STEM field. This social policy could have been influenced by second-wave feminism, in the 1960s and 1970s, as it aimed to challenge gender equality and acknowledged the power hierarchy between men and women (Baxandall and Gordon, 2005; Budgeon, 2013). However, Rosalind Gill stated, in the 1980s and 1990s, the postfeminist movement, paradoxes and contradictions emerged in the representation of women, and gender quality became juxtaposed with increased misogyny (Banet-Weiser, Gill, and Rottenberg, 2019). Therefore, the ideological influences within the social policy could reflect the achievements in gender equality while advocating for increased progress in equitable opportunities and dismantled biases for women. In addition, the social policy may encompass negative liberty, the absence of barriers or constraints (Carter, 2022), and individual autonomy, the freedom to make life choices (Krizsan and Lombardo, 2013), due to the objectives of gender equality and removing societal barriers. Nevertheless, government policies may not consider the support and resources needed to support women to continue in STEM careers, rather than a focus on education improvement, which while important, might not address the systematic biases persistent in society (Heilbronner, 2012; White and Smith, 2022). Parson’s functionalist perspective of the nuclear family (1959) depicted traditional gender roles as purposeful to social efficiency, as men are the providers and women nurture the family (Yee, 2023). This model could be considered inadequate as some family dynamics have evolved in post-industrial societies (Magda, Cukrowska-Torzewska, and Palczyńska, 2024); however, Government Equalities Office (2019) address the need for gender equality policies, as this ideological belief may be held by some.
Workplace culture is defined by individual attitudes, behaviours, values, and traditions, in addition to workplace policies (Banchefsky and Park, 2018). Berkowitz and Perkins (1986) social norms theory examines the influence of perceived social norms on behaviour, and individuals’ ability to confront problem behaviour in others (Berkowitz, 2005), suggesting if normalised, individuals might not contest discriminatory attitudes. In addition, women may experience barriers in their STEM career advancement, which are likely to arise due to cultural norms of masculinity in STEM (Smith and White, 2025), as masculine individuals may become more dominant, due to individual attitudes, social norms, or political influences, which could affect women’s sense of belonging (Banchefsky and Park, 2018). This could consider relational mobility which acknowledges the social-ecological influences on some individual’s freedom for opportunities to connect or disassociate with individual and social groups (Conway, Chan, and Woodard, 2020), demonstrating the absence of choice some women have in STEM careers to remove themselves from negative work environments. Furthermore, Connell’s (1980s) hegemonic masculinity draws upon Gramsci, as it reflects the preservation of the male hierarchy to the detriment of women (Seron et al., 2018). This could extend to the binary association of gender, as the gender hierarchy may be established through ideologies not considering biological sex (Seron et al., 2018). In addition, Banchefsky and Park (2018) found some men in male-dominated academic careers would endorse assimilation, where women adapt and conform to masculine norms to succeed in their career, or may disagree with gender blindness, when gender is disregarded. Therefore, due to men predominantly working in STEM occupations compared to women, these ideological perspectives held by some men could continue the gender inequality within academic fields (Banchefsky and Park, 2018). Sandra Bem (1983) developed gender schema theory, from Piaget, to explore how various gender identities experience society based on their gender stereotypes, which could have influenced the social policy on women’s inequalities, in addition to addressing the potential absence of understanding men have towards the misogynist attitudes women experience. However, Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory could suggest the discriminatory behaviour women encounter may be an imitation based on an individual’s personal experiences of interactions between men and women, drawing upon Bandura’s (1961) bobo doll experiment (Bouton and Lang, 2020; Koutroubas and Galanakis, 2022). Therefore, the social policy identified the importance of education, as previously discussed, which could resemble ideological influence based on Bandura’s theories of shaping behaviour and attitudes into the workplace. Furthermore, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) (2015) found no gender difference in STEM career aspirations between boys and girls, but noted a difference in STEM fields, as girls were more likely to aspire for health professions whereas boys were more likely to aim for engineering opportunities (OECD, 2016). González-Pérez, de Cabo, and Sáinz (2020) state the influence female role-models in STEM careers may have on young girls, encouraging self-efficacy beliefs, suggesting further research into current policies to illustrate whether discrimination as a cyclical process, from youth to adulthood, is being addressed.
However, Mim (2019), Wood et al. (2022), and Smith and White (2025) acknowledged there could be various attitudinal, educational, socio-cultural, and economic barriers for women pursuing or continuing in STEM, in addition to lifestyle choices, parenthood, career preferences, and family background, which are likely to be associated with stereotypical ideologies about inappropriate careers for women compared to biological gender. Furthermore, the House of Commons (2014) and Wood et al. (2022) addressed while the government and policy makers aimed to increase women in STEM subjects and careers through training for educators, visible women in STEM roles, and educating on social norms, these interventions may not have been effective in challenging significant and generational gender biases. However, the issues discussed may not be specific to STEM careers, indicating the discrimination women could encounter in different occupations (White and Smith, 2022). This could encompass Piaget’s concept of equilibrium within his constructivist approach, which depicted the balance individuals aim to maintain between what is expected and experienced (Nescolarde-Selva, Usó-Doménech, and Gash, 2017), which might acknowledge the Government Equalities Office (2019) ideal published outcomes for gender equality, that some women might not experience despite policy influence. Therefore, addressing neoliberalism, while encouraging girls and women to pursue their aspirations, the policy might not provide goals to dismantle the structural barriers, for example, gender bias and norms, which continue to create challenges to equity (Roberts, Gray, and Miñano, 2020). In addition, Grunow, Begall, and Buchler (2018) acknowledged some social policies may support equal pay for men and women, while disregarding dual caring responsibilities, however, this requires further research. Therefore, STEM workplaces could present ideological views which discourage some women from pursuing their career aspirations, but with acknowledgement of these beliefs, social policies and individuals could aim to dismantle this gender inequality.
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The Government Equalities Office (2019) stated women with higher qualifications than men may earn less, and a reduced gender pay gap in STEM careers could increase the UK economy by an estimate of 2% by 2032 (Government Office Equalities, 2019). Joan Scott (1986) stated gender could be used to signify relationship power based on socially created appropriate roles for women and men, which supports Hill (2019) and Cleghorn (2022) addressing women may have been dismissed from power due to traditional ideological beliefs about menstruation. However, Claudia Goldin addressed that the gender pay gap was smaller during the industrial revolution but increased in response to the demand needs and societal expectations for women (Sarsons, 2024). This reflects the objectives within the social policy as it aims to improve the wages women receive in response to their experience and qualifications. In 2020, the gender pay gap in the UK was 15.5% (Office for National Statistics, 2020), which could present a split ideology, as the policy indicated one goal while practice showed the opposite (Nescolarde-Selva, Usó-Doménech, and Gash, 2017). However, in 2019, the gender pay gap was 17.4% (Office for National Statistics, 2020), which highlights a 2% decrease, indicating the social policy could have been beneficial at promoting equitable pay in some organisations. In 2025, the gender pay gap was 12.8% (Office for National Statistics, 2025), illustrating a positive trend to achieving gender pay equality, but emphases the gradual progress of an estimate of 5% decrease in 7 years. In addition, White and Smith (2022) stated some women may experience discrimination or be overlooked for promotion compared to male peers, which Kahn and Ginther (2017) and Hodge, Davies, and Furlong (2019) critiqued suggesting the flexibility some women might require in their occupations, due to personal preferences or childcare, which may influence their wage compared to men. However, Kahn and Ginther (2017) stated when considering gender pay gaps within STEM, there may be an absence of generalised data, as pay could be subject specific or based on academia. Nevertheless, Marxism and communism, while both include complex ideologies, sought to ensure individuals were compensated for their labour (Blakemore and Warwick-Booth, 2013). Furthermore, women may perform increased unpaid work compared to men (Government Equalities Office, 2019), which Silvia Federici indicated modern gender norms were created in accordance with capitalist separations of home and work, drawing upon the ideologies within the Wages for Housework campaign (1970s) founded by Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Silvia Federici, and Selma James (Salzinger and Gonsalves, 2024). In support, Magda, Cukrowska-Torzewska, and Palczyńska (2024) addressed decreasing gender pay gaps could be influential in achieving equality within the home, but further research and evidence is needed. While the gender pay gap was addressed in the social policy, from April 2026, the current government is advising organisation to publish their gender pay gap data, which will become mandatory in spring 2027 in accordance with the Employment Rights Act 2025, to aid employers in effective improvement of gender equality in the workplace (UK Government, 2026). Therefore, this could indicate the ideological influences from the social policy are relevant in today’s politics, and the government is continuing to dismantle gender equality within the UK.
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This research has presented some of the ideological influences which could have been influential in the Gender Equality at Every Stage: A Roadmap for Change (2019) social policy. Understanding and defining terminology within social policy could be improved within government publications to ensure readers’ bias or opinions do not influence the meaning and implementation of the objectives. In addition, education could be essential in teaching young people about gender biases and misogyny within society, and through curriculum guidance and support for practitioners, this could be achieved. Furthermore, in the STEM workplace, women may encounter a loss in their sense of belonging, due to the masculine culture within STEM. While the social policy addressed some of the improvements needed to ensure women remain in STEM, intersectional and personal influence should be considered. The gender pay gap has decreased since 2019, however, the presence of disparity in pay could reflect solutions that have not been effective in encouraging a societal change towards gender equality. The ideologies which may have influenced the policy are visible today, but the publication demonstrates the increased conversation and action towards gender equality within the UK. The cyclical nature of gender inequality should be addressed with further research to understand how barriers could be ameliorated to ensure women are provided with equitable opportunities, so the next generation of women do not encounter the same inequalities. 
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