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Executive summary

This report launches the second phase of the Women’s Resource Centre’s why women? campaign by exploring a question which women’s organisations are increasingly being asked by funders and decision makers – “why are you women-only?”

Women-only services are constantly being asked to justify their existence, despite the fact that these services are needed and wanted by women, and have significant, positive impacts on service users.

This report further investigates the issues raised in the ‘why women?’ research of 2006 by exploring: the benefits and value of ‘by women for women’ services in both the third and private sectors; and the current challenges facing women’s organisations delivering women-only services and spaces.  

Research methods

To enable us to obtain the views of service users, service providers and women from the general public, a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods were used including:

• Surveying 101 organisations in the third, public and private sectors about their women-only services;

• Conducting 20 in-depth interviews (19 with staff of women-only third and private sector services and one interview with a female MP);

• Facilitating seven focus groups with service users of women’s organisations;

• Commissioning a poll with a random sample of 1,000 women throughout the UK about women-only services. 

The research is primarily focussed on the women’s voluntary and community sector in England. However, some private and public sector organisations that deliver women-only services participated in the study, enabling us to examine the use of women-only services across different contexts and further explore consumer choice in relation to goods, services and support. 

In addition, a literature review was carried out in order to examine the use of women-only services in a range of contexts including violence against women, substance misuse, mental health, education, training, young women and the private sector.

Findings

Women-only services have far-reaching benefits

The women-only organisations that participated in the research worked in a wide range of fields, from an all-female theatre company and a professional women’s network, to women’s refuges and Rape Crisis Centres.

In the interviews and focus groups with staff running women-only organisations and service users, a number of benefits of the services were identified to women as individuals, their wider communities and society as a whole. 

Safety, both physical and emotional, is a key benefit of women-only services. As a result, women feel supported and comfortable. They become empowered and develop confidence, greater independence and higher self-esteem. They are less marginalised and isolated and feel more able to express themselves. Women using these services feel that their voices are heard and listened to. Through sharing their experiences with other women to make sense of the world together, they develop a sense of solidarity. Finally, participants described women-only services as a sanctuary:

“Coming here is a respite, I am grateful that we have got this space to come to. It was a relief when I joined.” (Leicester Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Centre, focus group)

Women-only services have positive impacts on society. For example, they enable women to better support their families. Many go on to work or volunteer for the voluntary and community sector as a result of feeling more empowered, having greater skills, improved confidence and being more politicised. 

The economic benefits of women-only services are likely to be significant, saving the state millions of pounds per year, such as through improving women’s job opportunities or through preventing re-victimisation (e.g. domestic violence) or health problems arising or worsening. 

Women want to have the choice of women-only services

The research found that women from all walks of life prefer to use women-only services within a range of different contexts. Some women in the research stated they would not go to mixed services. Their needs would not be met at all if women-only services did not exist. 

Our random poll of 1,000 women from the public found that:

• 97% stated that a woman should have the choice of accessing a women-only support service if they had been the victim of a sexual assault. 

• 56% of women would choose a women-only gym over a mixed gym, 28% of women would choose to go to a mixed gym (16% didn’t know). 

• Of the 560 women that would choose a women-only gym, they cited reasons such as feeling more comfortable, less self-conscious and less intimidated. Respondents stated that they didn’t want men watching them, looking at their bodies or sexually harassing them.

• 90% of women polled believed it was important to have the right to report sexual or domestic violence to a woman (such as a woman Police officer); 87% thought it was important to be able to see a female health professional about sexual or reproductive health matters; and 78% thought it was important to have the choice of a woman professional for counselling and personal support needs.

Women-only services are not exclusively delivered in the voluntary and community sector, although they certainly are more prominent in the sector because of women’s organisations. In Italy a women-only beach has been established, as have women-only train carriages in Japan as a response to the sexual harassment of women. In the UK, some baths and leisure centres have instigated women-only sessions to encourage more women to exercise and use the facilities. 

The rising number of for-profit women-only services in the private sector demonstrates that there is a demand for women-only services generally. In the free market, women are choosing to spend their money on women-only, rather than general goods and services. This includes women-only gyms, health and beauty spas, holidays, insurance and mini-cabs. Parents are still prepared to pay to send their girl children to single-sex private schools in the belief that it will better meet girls’ needs, will improve their educational outcomes and increase their self-confidence. 

There is a particular need for minority women to run their own specific services

Some groups of women experience greater marginalisation and isolation and have particular experiences as a result of being both female and dealing with the impacts of racism, xenophobia, homophobia, disabilism, class, poverty, health status etc. (often referred to as intersectional discrimination). Women-only services develop to meet need, so those services which are led by and for specific communities of women, such as Black and Minority Ethnic (BME), lesbian, bisexual, older and younger women, lone mothers, mental health survivors etc. are crucial. 

These women-only services are often able to reach women who would not otherwise engage with services, either in public or third sectors (including general women’s organisations). As with women-only services generally, women from minority groups expect that women from their own or similar backgrounds will have a better understanding of their experiences and issues and greater empathy than men or women who do not share their backgrounds. 

Organisations led by and for minority women are necessary in addressing social exclusion and community cohesion. They enable integration through empowering and building the confidence of their service users, and by helping women who are often on the margins of communities to access opportunities that many other people take for granted. 

“I’ve learnt more here in the last six months than I did in the last 18 years. If I was this clever then, imagine what I could have done! Now I can speak to anyone, I can take my baby girl out, travel and see London, speak to anyone… Nobody can touch me because I came here. I celebrated my daughter’s birthday the other week, I couldn’t have done that before.” (Greenwich Asian Women’s Project, focus group)

As well as providing physical, psychological and emotional safety and sanctuary, minority women-only services empower and politicise women. Women see and hear that their experiences of sexism and racism or homophobia etc. are not isolated. They find mutual support and self-determination. 

Organisations which are led by and for minority women are essential in addressing prejudice and discrimination and furthering women’s rights. Their existence strengthens the women’s voluntary and community sector. For example, it is BME women’s organisations that are primarily responsible for bringing the plight of women and girls who are subjected to forced marriage, female genital mutilation, inhumane immigration rules, ‘honour’ killings etc. to the attention of Government, the third sector and the public in general. As a result, many important legislative changes have been made. All women, therefore, benefit from these advances in rights and protection.

Women-only services are misunderstood and not valued

As Patricia McFadden (2001), an African feminist scholar, has argued, women-only space is inherently political. Women-only services are a legacy of the Women’s Movement and represent the need for women’s rights to self-determination and ‘voice’. 

Our interviews with staff of women-only services and focus groups with service users found that that the misconception that women’s equality has been achieved is widespread. This mistaken belief is influencing Government policy, which participants commented is becoming increasingly gender neutral, and is affecting the sustainability of women’s organisations. 

There is a lack of understanding about women-only services, which coupled with the ‘equality myth’, is resulting in women-only services being increasingly pressured to justify why their services are women-only. As a result, some women’s organisations reported that funders and decision makers are pressuring their organisations to deliver services to men and viewing women-only services as irrelevant and unnecessary. 

A precious resource and source of expertise is at risk

In 2002/03, only 1.2% of central Government funding to the voluntary and community sector in the UK went to women’s organisations (Mocroft and Zimmeck, 2004), despite making up 7% of registered charities (Women’s Resource Centre, 2006). 

In 2006, WRC conducted a snapshot audit of 26 different central Government funding streams. The research found that, along with lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) organisations, the women’s sector receives less funding than any other equalities groups in the funding stakes (Women’s Resource Centre, 2007). The impact of the belief that women-only services are unnecessary and irrelevant is likely to be significantly influencing funding to the women’s sector. 

As to be expected, funding was the main challenge cited by interview participants:

“…we know of an organisation that provides women-only space to women with mental health and substance misuse issues and it lost its funds from the local authority. Now there is nothing available to them at all. At the end of the day, if women-only spaces were actually seen as important then the funding would be there!” (Women’s Refuge Project, interview).

In our survey of 101 organisations, 70% of respondents felt that being a women-only organisation made it harder to access funding, while just 3% felt that it made it easier (27% reported no difference). 

We were also concerned to find in the snapshot audit (Women’s Resource Centre, 2006), that there was a significant difference in favour of generic organisations delivering projects to women over women’s organisations. This was the case in 15% (4) of the funds examined. Funding to women’s organisations in the Victims Fund (Provision for Victims of Sexual Offending) decreased by 20% from 2004/05, yet funding to generic organisations to deliver sexual violence services to women increased by 6.6%. Women’s organisations in this research expressed concern about the lack of understanding and expertise generic organisations have in delivering services for women. 

Counting the cost

For each of the different research methods used, there was confirmation that many women have a personal preference for women-only services and, given the choice, will choose single-sex services over those which are mixed. 

There was evidence that many service users would not access support if it was not women-only. Therefore, many women in need of vital support services would not receive them. The possible consequences could include deterioration in health, missed employment and educational opportunities, ongoing violence etc. 
There is certainly a bottom line to be considered. If women-only services continue to be undermined, and in worst case scenarios are forced to close, there will be significant costs to the state through increased use of public services as a result of worsening social, economic, welfare, health, employment, criminal justice and education problems that could be avoided through sustainably funding women’s organisations and their women-only services. 

Recommendations

Women’s organisations

• Women’s organisations must challenge any questioning of the need for, or relevance of, female-only services by using tools such as the Gender Equality Duty, which clearly states that the different needs of women and men must be considered by public bodies. There is also significant evidence that women-only services are the most appropriate delivery method in many circumstances and produce better outcomes for girls and women (see Chapter 5). 

• Women’s organisations should gather evidence from service users about the impact of the organisation’s women-only services. Women’s organisations may want to use the data to produce information about the economic benefits of women-only services. 

Central, regional and local government

• Explicitly recognise the women’s sectors’ historic and current roles in providing specialist support, advocacy, expertise and campaigning on gender equality.

• Recognise that gender neutral approaches are being implemented by public bodies, particularly at local level, and take proactive steps to address this, in order to meet their requirements under the Gender Duty. 

Cross-central government departments

• The Ministers for Women and the Women and Equality Unit, with the Minister and Office for the Third Sector to immediately lead on an interim national strategy for the funding of rape crisis organisations with the Ministry of Justice, Department of Health, Department for Children, Schools and Families, Department for Communities and Local Government etc. to prevent further closures of rape crisis organisations.
Office of the Third Sector

• The Minister for the Third Sector to publicly recognise the value of women-only services and act as a champion to ensure their survival.

• Ensure that third sector policies and funding across Government departments explicitly identify women’s organisations as being a sector in need of targeted support and prioritisation (e.g. ChangeUp). 

• Intervene and advocate on behalf of the women’s sector in issues of funding which jeopardise the sustainability of the sector (e.g. Victims Fund, single group funding issue). 

• Recognise that commissioning of services has posed particular challenges for women’s organisations and implement strategies to prevent further undermining of the women’s sector and closure of women’s organisations. 

• Use the Gender Equality Duty and other relevant third sector strategies to address the tendency of Government (particularly local government) to fund generic organisations over ‘by women, for women’ organisations to deliver services to women. 

• Ensure that the Cabinet Office’s Gender Equality Scheme is robust and explicitly identifies how the Cabinet Office will support the women’s sector. 

• Reject Annex D (proposals on single group funding) of the Commission on Cohesion and Integration’s report ‘Our Shared Future’.

Equality and Human Rights Commission

• As it takes up the mantle of the Equal Opportunities Commission, the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) should act as a champion for women-only services by promoting their benefits as a way of tackling gender discrimination and promoting women’s equality.

• Recognise that gender neutral approaches are being implemented by public bodies. In response to this, ensure a robust and accessible mechanism to deal with breaches of the Gender Equality Duty, particularly in regards to public bodies’ decisions on funding women-only services.

Ministry of Justice

• To recognise the gendered nature of violence and abuse and recommend the preservation of women-only services, as opposed to establishing mixed services.

• Lead on developing an integrated strategy on violence against women, including ensuring women-only provision for survivors of violence.

Department for Communities and Local Government

• Reject Annex D (proposals on single group funding) of the Commission on Cohesion and Integration’s report ‘Our Shared Future’.

• Issue guidance to local authorities to promote funding for women-only services and funding for other marginalised, minority groups as an effective way of promoting integration and cohesion.

• Publicly recognise the value of women-only services, including those for BME and other minority women, and prevent local authorities from exerting pressure on women-only services to deliver services to men.

• Publicly recognise the value of women-only services, including those for BME and other minority women, and prevent local authorities from exerting pressure on women-only services to merge or be overtaken by generic service providers.

• Develop local targets on specialist, women-only sexual violence support services through Local Area Agreements. 

• Commissioning criteria of domestic violence Supporting People providers to include ‘added value’ (e.g. campaigning) and women’s sector sustainability. 

• Issue guidance to local authorities on funding of Supporting People domestic violence services for BME women which must adequately reflect the often increased resources needed to support BME women experiencing violence. 

• Implement a clear direction and mechanisms to ensure funding at local level for women-only refuge-based and community support delivered by specialist women’s organisations. 

Department of Health 

• Urgently review Section 64 Grants to women-only organisations and acknowledge that specialist women-only health organisations, including Rape Crisis Centres, are at the greatest risk of closure. Develop strategies to promote stable, sustainable funding for these services.

• Reintroduce the key recommendations of the 2002 ‘Women’s Mental Health: Into the Mainstream’ and 2003 ‘Mainstreaming Gender and Women’s Mental Health: Implementation Guidance’ as targets for local and regional public bodies. 

Women and Equality Unit

• The Ministers for Women to publicly recognise the value of women-only services and act as a champion to ensure their survival.

• The Ministers for Women should reject the current Discrimination Law Review Green Paper which threatens to undermine the Gender Equality Duty and develop, instead, proposals which will support and promote the Duty. 

• Recognise that gender neutral approaches are being implemented by public bodies. Ministers for Women to establish mechanisms for women’s organisations to report where this is happening and to personally follow up these incidents.

• Use the Gender Equality Duty and other relevant third sector strategies to address the tendency of Government (particularly local government) to fund generic organisations over specialist ‘by women, for women’ organisations to deliver services to women. 
Home Office

• Acknowledge the skills and expertise of women’s specialist organisations when developing the National Domestic Violence Delivery Plan and further work to develop a national violence against women strategy. This must include specialist domestic violence women’s organisations who should be engaged at the earliest stages. 

• Implement the Corston Report as a matter of priority, particularly in regards to non-custodial sentences and the role of women’s organisations.

• Monitor National Offender Management Service (NOMS) funding for women’s services and to women’s organisations. 

Local and regional government

• Provide the women’s sector with the appropriate resources and support to develop its capacity to tender for commissioned services to mitigate the current ‘uneven playing field’ between specialist women’s organisations and generic third sector organisations, which is undermining third sector diversity. 

• Provide the specialist women’s sexual violence sector with the appropriate resources and support to develop its capacity to tender for commissioned services to mitigate the current ‘uneven playing field’ between specialist women’s organisations and generic third sector organisations, which is undermining third sector diversity. 

• Recognise the extra costs of providing Supporting People domestic violence services for BME women and adequately reflect this in contract prices. 

• Use the Gender Equality Duty and other relevant third sector strategies to address the tendency of local public bodies to fund generic organisations over specialist ‘by women, for women’ organisations to deliver services to women. 

• Recognise that gender neutral approaches are being implemented by public bodies, particularly at local level, and take proactive steps to address this. 

• Recognise that women-only services, particularly those services delivered by and for BME and other minority women, are an effective way of promoting integration and cohesion and illustrate this in funding to local organisations.

• Publicly recognise the value of women-only services, including those for BME and other minority women, and prevent public bodies from exerting pressure on women-only services to deliver services to men or to merge or be overtaken by generic service providers.

• Include ‘added value’ (e.g. campaigning) and women’s sector sustainability in commissioning criteria for local and regional services.
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