Q: Choose one group at risk of exclusion and consider the barriers, politically, socially and economically, which they have to overcome to gain full access to society. Include reference to issues of power and control in society
1. Introduction
This assignment will be discussing the social, political and economic barriers women in employment must overcome to gain full access to society. There will be clear reference to power and control issues, especially the role of gender norms in shaping societal understandings of women and their place in the workforce. Ideologies and stereotypical assumptions about women will also be discussed in relation to how their work is valued by employers and society; this includes female-orientated care work and unpaid work that is often unaccounted for and markedly underappreciated by society (OECD, 2017). This also links to employment after women have children and the importance of paternal involvement in allowing more women to remain in employment. The undervaluing of women by viewing them as the ‘care-giver’ will also be discussed in relation to women’s economic barriers as well as why fewer women engage in corporate and governance positions (OECD, 2017; Kenny, 2015). The case-study will also draw upon issues of sexual harassment in the workplace, and why social norms contribute to this through misunderstandings of consent and through the adherence to rape myths. Throughout, there will be conclusions and recommendations of what could be done to improve or eradicate the barriers discussed, including government law, policy and educational approaches. 
Social norms contribute to the exclusion of women through understandings of what is the right and wrong way for them to behave (Butler, 2002).  Thus, gender inequality may be a consequence of the constant, reproducing state of power and control over what is deemed right and wrong. This process of exclusion can also be referred to as ‘othering’, of which describes how people ‘other’ another group to better their own individual egos (Foucault, 1987, cited in Diamond and Quinby, 1988). Therefore, individuals in society who view women as inferior and weak may be doing so with an innate desire to gain self-assurance (Foucault, 1987, cited in Diamond and Quinby, 1988). The media contributes to this reproduction of power, and is further endorsed indirectly by individuals through institutions of knowledge and values (Foucault, 1979 cited in Diamond and Quinby, 1988). Wood (1994) describes the media as the most powerful and pervasive instrument to shaping gender norms, with relationships portrayed often promoting traditional nuclear family ideals whilst normalising sexual violence toward women (Wood, 1994; Carter and Steiner, 2003; Zimmerman and Dahlberg, 2008).  
Although many functionalist theorists would suggest that the unequal power distribution between men and women is natural and essential to maintain a working economy, many feminists would argue that gender inequality is exclusively a result of a male-dominant society, and should not be granted as a natural process (Walby, 1990). As Eisenstein (1979) suggests, patriarchy is preserved and maintained through societal understanding of marriage and the family, and represented through sexual divisions in labour. Post-modern feminist theorists would add that patriarchy is achieved through societal interpretations of femininity and masculinity that deem women to be the ‘weaker’ sex (Beauvoir, 2015; Butler, 2002). These norms and roles influence a gender hierarchy in society and are reinforced through the uneven distribution of men and women into ‘breadwinner’ and ‘homemaker’ roles (Eckes and Trautner, 2000). In support of this, social role theory suggests that occupational roles promote the reproduction of gender norms that are commonly associated with masculinity and femininity (Eckes and Trautner, 2000). Therefore, the prevalence of leadership roles for men may promote behaviours such as assertion and aggression; whereas the lack of leadership in women’s employment is believed to promote subordinate behaviours such as submission and cooperation (Eckes and Trautner, 2000). 
2. Women’s Economic Status and Childcare Obligations. 
Lack of female contribution to the workforce also means that their economic status is often considered secondary, thus contributing to the reproduction of a gender hierarchy in society (Eckes and Trautner, 2000). Economic discrepancies are also demonstrated by the gender pay gap, with men in the UK earning 18.1% more than women throughout occupations and paid on average 9% more than women for doing the same job (ONS, 2016). Traditionally female health sector jobs are often seen as sub-standard and are amongst the lowest paid in society despite the importance of the work in supporting vulnerable people (Walsh, 2006; CarersWeek, 2017). According to the OECD, (2017), the undervaluing of care work relates to societal representations of women, and therefore more men should also be encouraged to pursue careers in the health sector. It is also important to note that wage gaps and discrepancies often do not account for women’s unpaid work. Society often deems it the woman’s role to care; although care in itself is also markedly undervalued (OECD, 2017; CarersWeek, 2017). Unpaid care is believed to be a ‘duty’ rather than a form of labour and therefore is significantly underappreciated by society (CarersWeek, 2017). Research suggests that unpaid obligations predominantly taken on by women are restricting their opportunities and prospects for paid work, therefore, there is a clear pattern between male contrition to unpaid household work and women’s participation in the workforce (Hook, 2006; OECD, 2017). 
Nuclear family ideology that predominantly focuses on the importance of the ‘care-giving’ mother means that women are often expected to hold this position whilst their husband remains in employment (OECD, 2017). Therefore, women also face being labelled ‘too successful’ if they can balance both work and care, and so they must be disadvantaging their children in some way (Han et al, 2005; Waldfoegel, et al, 2010). This is supported by several pieces of research suggesting that the mother’s absence results in the reduction of their children’s cognitive and social development (Han, et al, 2005; Allard, 2013). These studies appear to have been conducted as a response to more women breaking away from traditional care roles, whereas paternal employment is a typical feature in the family structure and so limited research has been conducted regarding the impacts of such on the child. It is evident, however, that society continues to discourage more men taking up the role of ‘care-giver’ in typical households (OECD, 2017). Men should therefore be encouraged to take on more unpaid work, such as housework, childcare or caring for a family member (Hook, 2006; OECD, 2017). Collins’ et al (1993) highlights the importance of reproductive labour in shaping the functionalist, hierarchical system and suggest that more egalitarian attitudes to parenting that involves fathers taking on the role of childcare could ‘affect virtually all subsequent conditions’ in the gender stratification model (p.195). This was also proven effective in cultures where male contribution in childcare was higher, with a subsequent rise in women’s involvement in the workforce (Whiting and Whiting, 1975; Coltrane, 1988). Collins et al (1993) suggests that higher male participation in childcare would ‘free women for greater labour force participation’ of which could improve their political status and alter societal ideologies on femininity. Likewise, more female participation in labour would likely result in more men choosing to take responsibility for the care of their children (Collins, et al, 1993). 
There are policies currently in place in the UK that aim to promote paternal involvement and allow more women to participate in the workforce. Together with the standard two weeks unpaid leave for fathers, there is also a ‘shared parental leave’ policy in place (Gov,2017). However, despite the policy intending to encourage fathers to share or take full responsibility of the childcare, many fathers cannot afford to take parental leave, whilst many are simply unaware that the policy exists (Working Families, 2017). A solution would be to follow countries such as Germany, of which allow each parent to take on parental leave as their own individual entitlement (OECD, 2017).  This has then evidently resulted in more men choosing to take on the role of sole-carer allowing more women to continue on their career paths (OECD, 2017). 
Other financial implications can relate to the prohibitive costs often associated with having children in childcare (OECD, 2017). The normative structure of ‘breadwinner’ husband and ‘caregiver’ wife means that women are often the first choice to leave employment to avoid paying for expensive childcare (OECD, 2017). These implications also mean that women are denied crucial earnings potential and experience, leaving them further behind in their careers when they do decide to seek employment (OECD, 2017). Therefore, the consequences of high childcare costs result in long-term damage to women’s careers, with men earning up to 21% more than mothers by the time they do return to the workforce, thus exceeding the already apparent 9% gender pay gap among child-less men and women as previously discussed (OECD, 2017).  Thus, lowering the child-care costs would support more women in seeking or returning to employment after they have children (OECD, 2017). Early changes regarding paternal contribution in childcare will likely improve women’s participation in the workforce, however this can only be achieved if effective policy is in place to ensure it can be a finically viable option for parents. 
3. Political Engagement. 
Social norms in society that reinforce nuclear family ideals also contribute to the divide between men and women in corporate and public life, resulting in unfair and ineffective governance and policy (OECD, 2017; Kenny; 2015). Despite progress for women in British politics, women make up less than one third of parliamentary members, with the UK holding 36th place worldwide for female representation in governance (OECD, 2017). The view of many individuals within society, including those in politics, is that the ‘issue’ lies with women; it is women’s choice to enter politics, and therefore the lack of female representation is their responsibility (OECD, 2017).  Functionalist understanding also prohibits such inequality in that it works with the current social, political and economic system (Walby, 1990). Research suggests that women’s decisions not to participate in politics are complex and routed within power and control imbalances within society, therefore the current system does not support nor promote female engagement (Kenny, 2015). In order to promote and encourage more women into politics, it is important that the government sets out a system to enforce a balanced level of representation of both men and women. Together with deconstructing negative power structures and societal norms, legislative policy should assert the importance of a fair government that represents men and women equally. Effective targets should also be implemented to measure gender equality goals, of which should also be enforced by law and represented throughout the UK (OECD, 2017). Failure to conform to such targets within a certain time frame should require public statement and expression as to why political parties choose not to represent more women. Education is also essential to promote young girls’ aspirations in predominantly male-orientated occupations such as politics, creating a more balanced distribution of men and women in governing positions (OECD, 2017).  
4. Education
Education plays a key role in encouraging more girls to break away from traditional job roles typically associated with femininity. Recent research suggests that expectations regarding girls’ future job prospects, particularly in relation to health care has increased over time; in 2006 13% of girls surveyed said they wanted to take up work in the health care sector by the time they were 30 years old, this is considerably lower than 24% of girls the same age surveyed in 2015 (OECD, 2017). Several studies have also found that the stereotypical gender differences endorsed by parents and caregivers can contribute to their future job prospects (Francis, 2010; Teglasi, 1981; Carter and Patterson, 1982). The research suggests that girls are typically directed towards dolls, cooking, and cleaning toys, of which promote perceived ‘feminine’ roles and occupations, such as caring, whereas boys tend to be given more action-orientated toys with focus on mechanics, construction and leadership (Francis, 2010). Therefore, although social attitudes to women have gradually improved, children may be still subject to traditional beliefs and ideologies about their future role in society as a man or a woman.
A consequence of disallowing young girls to breakout from traditional ‘feminine’ ideologies means that there is also a clear divide between boys and girls taking up STEM subjects in higher education (OECD, 2017).  Therefore, policies should be implemented as early as nursery to promote equal opportunities for both boys and girls in education, and therefore early years settings should counteract traditional ideologies about the abilities of boys and girls (OECD, 2017). One effective solution would be to encourage more girls to play with toys that promote cognitive ability and intellect, whilst encouraging more boys to play with dolls or other toys that promote empathy and understanding of care. Other children may then observe these changes and be more likely to adopt such behaviours, especially if the behaviour is later reinforced by practitioners and family members (Bandura and Bussey, 2002; OECD 2017). Children’s understanding of ‘self’ and gender identity is typically asserted through binary ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ roles (Kohlberg, 1966). Therefore, early years settings should also encourage freedom of expression without influence from traditional gender ideologies and stereotypes. 
As girls progress in education, parents and teachers should build their confidence in STEM subjects, of which would encourage more girls to take up these topics in higher education (OECD, 2017). Hopeful changes in policy include the ‘Your Daughter’s Future’ (2015) guide for parents, aiming to support them in advising their daughters as they progress through education, particularly in relation to choosing STEM subjects. In order for the policy to be an effective tool for parents, government should ensure they continue to promote the strategy so that parents are aware of the support available to them.  There is little evidence, at present, if the policy has achieved its expected outcomes. 
5. Sexual harassment in the Workplace. 
Indirect power and control within society also endorses oppressive gender norms about women that promote sexual violence and harassment, including in the workplace. Recent research suggests that women are more likely to experience sexual harassment if they are working in male-dominated fields, and collectively, over half of all employed women have been sexually harassed at some point in 2016 (TUC, 2016). This is also demonstrated and confirmed by the current ‘#metoo’ online campaign of which has resulted in thousands of women coming forward about their experiences of sexual assault and harassment, much of which occurred in the workplace. (Westerman, 2017). Despite this, many women choose not to report their experiences to their employer; this is supported by recent research that suggests ‘four out of five women’ in employment do not notify their employer (TUC, 2016, p.4). Reasons why women choose not to come forward about their experiences may be grounded in current sexual scripts and rape myths that contribute to a victim blaming society (Weiderman, 2005; Brownmiller, 1974). Therefore, misunderstandings surrounding consent mean that society may attribute responsibility to the victim by blaming their behaviour or decisions beforehand. This is supported by relevlent research that suggests women who wear ‘provocative’ clothing or have been intoxicated by alcohol or drugs are blamed more often for their assault (Moore, 2015; (Schwendinger and Schwendinger, 1974). Organisational actions to eliminate sexual harassment in the workplace highlight the need for societal understandings of consent to be revaluated and reconsidered throughout law and policy. Otherwise seen as innocent acts towards women should be recognised as inappropriate, such as sexual jokes, gestures or verbal interactions that impose discomfort (OECD, 2017). Therefore, the first step to eradicating sexual harassment in the workplace is to understand what is deemed inappropriate. Secondly, employers should educate their staff about harassment whilst setting out clear policies for women who feel they are subject to inappropriate behaviour, allowing them to come forward about their experiences (OECD, 2017). Early interventions regarding consent and inappropriate sexual behaviour should be implemented from as early as primary school, of which empower the importance of personal space and consensual relationships (Gordon, 2010). Gordon (2010) suggests that education should not only warn children how to stay safe from sexual abuse but also move responsibility onto preventing sexually inappropriate behaviour in the first place. 
6. Conclusion 
This case study of women in employment aims to have discussed the social, economic and political barriers whilst referring to power imbalances and societal norms throughout. It is important to note that this case-study has not considered intersectionality and the increased implications women of ethnic minority or with a disability would face in the situations discussed throughout (Crenshaw, 1991).  Therefore, this case-study aims to have provided an outline to women in typical situations and more research should be carried out concerning more diverse experiences.
It is clear that social norms are a driving factor to women’s contribution to the workforce and political engagement, particularly in regard to assumptions regarding ‘femininity’ and women’s obligations to take on the role as the ‘care-giver’, both throughout job occupations and in unpaid work. Assumptions and stereotypes mean that women’s work is undervalued by employers and as a consequence they are paid considerably lower than men, thereby constituting the ‘gender pay gap’. Research discussed within the case-study tells us that eradicating traditional gender norms is an essential step toward deconstructing the gender hierarchy in society and improving power imbalances between men and women (Collins’, et al, 1993). As Collins’ et al (1993) suggests, more egalitarian attitudes to parenting is just one step to improving women’s engagement in employment, however changes and improvements to current policy are needed to allow fathers full paid parental leave, giving more mothers the opportunity to continue their employment if they choose to. Education is essential in improving egalitarian attitudes and allowing girls equal opportunity to progress in traditionally male-orientated occupations (OECD, 2017). This includes highlighting the importance of the gender divide in STEM subjects, of which suggest girls are not engaging fully in these subjects (OECD, 2017). Therefore, stereotypes should be eradicated from an early age and practitioners should ensure they encourage children to break away from traditional ideals (Francis, 2010; Teglasi, 1981; Caitlin, 2015; OECD, 2017). 
The case-study has also briefly discussed the prevalence of sexual assault and harassment in the workplace. It is evident that women continue to face these barriers and problems regularly in contemporary Britain, and therefore organisations should make it their responsibility to ensure employees are aware of what constitutes inappropriate behaviour (TUC, 2016). This means that societal norms surrounding sexual violence should be re-evaluated, particularly regarding misconceptions of women’s consent and why society attributes blame to the victim (OECD, 2017; Brownmiller, 1974). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Collectively, this case-study suggests that the promotion egalitarian attitudes is essential to deconstruct gender norms, of which in turn would improve the power imbalances between men and women. Improving these current power imbalances would likely encourage more women to participate in the workforce and politics. This would subsequently improve societal understandings of male dominance and female submission of which may in turn deconstruct misconceptions around consent and allow more women to come forward about sexual harassment in the workplace.  Thus, promoting a more egalitarian society would further support the appreciation of women in employment, by appropriately valuing and appreciating their work, both paid and unpaid. The valuing and appreciation of women’s work in society would also improve gender wage gaps and discrepancies through acknowledging the importance of women’s work. Therefore, in support of Collins, et al (1993), the findings of this case study suggest that all subsequent conditions of gender inequality result from the uneven power distributions of men and women, economically, socially and politically throughout society. 
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