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INTRODUCTION

Social networks, both official and unofficial, are an important part of the working 
environment and one of the main channels through which knowledge about the 
world of work is passed on.  They may offer support, that is the ‘expressive’ function, 
involving friendship and trust (Ibarra, 1993, Perriton, 2006), and they may be 
‘instrumental’, that is intended to promote work contacts that will benefit the working 
practices of members of the network. Most offer some combination of the two. 
Perriton (2006) sees the instrumental functions epitomized in the exchange of business 
cards. Networks at work are often identified with the ‘old boys’ network’ and linked 
with male privilege. To some extent women only networks in the working environment 
have been set up to counter the perceived advantages that men are thought to 
derive from networking and this paper concerns four such networks. Women only 
groups are not perceived as being as powerful as their male counterparts because 
of entrenched male advantage in the work place. The situation is summarised as 
follows:

that networking is integral to career success … that the networks to which 
males belong tend to be more powerful and that women typically 
have difficulty in accessing these male-dominated networks. (Pini et al.,  
p. 286).

This paper builds on related work outlined below, and presents a brief review of 
literature on networking, four illustrative case studies of women only networks and 
then applies a framework derived from the literature to the four case studies.
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RELATED WORK

This paper is one of the outcomes of a research project funded by WLE Centre for 
Excellence at the Institute of Education and undertaken during 2008, which aimed 
to identify ‘The strategies and processes by which women in senior roles sustain and 
develop their leadership abilities and capacities in the work place’. There are two 
other outcomes from this project. 

1. An annotated bibliography of relevant published books and articles 
(Coleman, 2008a) which can be found at: http://www.wlecentre.ac.uk/cms/
files/projectreports/annotated_bibliography_support_and_development_
for_women_senior_leaders_at_work.pdf

2. A digest of groups that support women (Coleman, 2008b) at: http://
www.wlecentre.ac.uk/cms/files/projectreports/digest_of_groups_and_
organizations_supporting_women_in_work.pdf

The digest includes: 

 • Groups for women in specific professions or work areas e.g. law, medicine;

 • Organizations offering general business and entrepreneurial support for women 
across the range of work areas; 

 • Networks that exist within individual firms, (these were not individually included in 
the digest) e.g. Shell, Coutts. 

 • Groups that support women but that would not normally be regarded as 
networks in themselves: 

• government agencies for the support of women in work; 

• agencies specializing in placing senior women in work after a career break 
and

• and pressure groups focusing on women and relevant to women at work.
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NETWORK THEORY

Key concepts that are applied at the end of the paper to the four case studies are 
briefly discussed in this section. Most literature is about mixed networks but some 
refers to single sex or homophilous networks (Ibarra, 1992).

The division of networks into expressive, that is offering social and friendship benefits, 
and instrumental, that is offering useful work based information, is helpful, but 
networks are many and varied. McCarthy (2004) conducted an extensive study of 
women’s networks for Demos and states that:

It is difficult to impose too rigid a historical timeline on to the development 
of networks, or to seek out a precise typology into which to slot each and 
every one. (p. 37)

Some professional women’s organizations were founded early in the twentieth 
century, but most current today were set up from the 1970s with most emerging 
towards the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s. Although women’s 
networks today are rarely feminist in their stance, the timing of their development links 
them with a change in culture following the second wave of feminism. McCarthy 
(2004, p. 11) sees them as ‘uniquely suited to the gender politics of our time.’ that is, 
they tend not to be explicitly feminist.

The typology of women’s networks adopted here focuses on senior women at work 
and is broadly based on the three types identified in the digest:

 • networks located in a single professional or business area, e.g. open to women 
in leadership roles in higher education;

 • networks that are open to women in any business or professional area;

 • networks that are within a single business organisation.

Networks vary in size and in levels of formality. It is likely that the smaller networks 
will rely on voluntary activity to arrange meetings. The large networks are more 
likely to have a level of formality with appointed or elected officers supported by 
administrators.

There are many types of women only networks relating to or emerging from work. 
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McCarthy (2004, p. 37) identifies ‘diaspora’ networks of women who have worked 
together then moved on but wish to still keep in touch. There are also more informal 
women’s networks based on friendship groups within work or outside it, for example 
book groups, or dining clubs.

In the study undertaken for Demos (McCarthy, 2004 p. 92 - 94) a further dimension of 
networks is identified, that is their evolutionary stages. These stages are:

 • Survival: first offering a ‘space to breathe easy’, where ‘the climate is particularly 
hostile to women’ (p. 92).

 • Support: moving on to develop strategies for change and development, 
building confidence.

 • Voice: considering what the network can do about wider issues. This may involve 
moving more towards being a pressure group with less emphasis on individual 
support.

Another stage of evolution is identified as ‘Exit’ meaning that the network may help 
a woman identify that it would be sensible to leave her profession. However, it could 
be that ‘Exit’ in the sense of the network being dissolved might occur because there 
is a perception that it is no longer needed.

Networks and the promotion of women at work

The review of literature on the support and development of women at work (Coleman, 
2008a) identifies networking as the main way that an individual woman might 
promote her career. Networking in this context is likely to be mainly instrumental. 
Networks which are ‘bottom up’ set up by an individual or a group of individuals 
are known as emergent networks. Alternatively, networks may be ‘top down’ that is 
deliberately set up within an organization and these are known as prescribed.

Ibarra (1992) in a study of an advertising firm showed that, while men formed strong 
homophilous ties across many networks, the pattern for women was different. 
They obtained social or expressive support from women and instrumental support 
through network ties to men. The growth of women’s networks is a response to 
male dominance in the workplace and a desire to support and promote women. 
However, not all women are drawn to women only networks. It is easy for such groups 
to be caricatured as ‘knitting groups’ or for ‘gossiping’ (see for example the reported 
concerns about the existence of WinS below). The backlash against feminism 
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(Gaskell and Taylor, 2003) and a preference for mixed sex groups limit the growth of 
women only groups. 

Networking is generally seen as a positive force for women’s careers (see for example, 
Hackney and Runnestrand, 2003, Pini et al., 2004, Suseno et al., 2007). However, 
there is doubt that women benefit from networks in the same way as men (Fletcher 
et al., 2007, Perriton, 2006, Tonge, 2008) despite the fact that women tend to grow 
in confidence and benefit from belonging to an all women network (McCarthey, 
2004). 

Women’s networks will not by themselves change the culture and structures that 
restrict the access of women to positions of power. Indeed, Singh et al. (2006) found 
that women only networks within corporations provide benefits to the corporation 
that are not generally recognised. They were found to be driving change and were 
promoting ‘organizational citizenship’.

Functions of networks

Through both expressive and instrumental means, networks put people together 
in ways that allow them to make links that will be helpful to their career. The 
opportunities to do this include regular meetings that might involve having a speaker 
at social occasions, for example dinners, lunches and breakfast meetings. Lectures 
and seminars include opportunities for receiving and giving information of all kinds. 
Networks also provide the possibility of offering training in the form of formal courses 
for members or for more junior women. They are often reported as the arenas where 
both formal and informal mentoring and coaching takes place. Also senior women 
may emerge as role models for younger women within a women only network. 
Networks provide opportunities for women to compare experiences, gain support 
and grow in self confidence:

Anything and everything could happen to a woman who connects with 
another woman in this space. She might get a new job, a business tip-
off or the promise of an introduction to a useful contact; or she might 
hear an inspiring story of female success, or access advice on how to 
negotiate reduced hours; maybe she’ll come away with the name of 
a reliable babysitter or a good plumber. And, more likely than not, she’ll 
have shared her own experiences, strategies and knowledge with other 
women too. (McCarthy, 2004, p. 90).
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Qualities of networks

Networks have been theorised (Granovetter, 1973, Ibarra, 1993) according to their 
range meaning the extent of diversity of the members, their density, which is high 
if a person’s network contacts all have close network connections with each other 
(Ibarra, 1993, p. 63) and according to the strength of their ties. Weak ties (Granovtter, 
1973) are considered important as channels through which socially distant ideas 
influence, or information reach the individual. They may act as a ‘bridge’ to parts of 
the social system to which members are not otherwise connected. Weak ties enable 
women to build social capital, offering the opportunity of making links with clients as 
well as with individuals in their own profession or organisation (Suseno et al., 2007). 
Strong ties bind people and, therefore, information through them may not be new 
but already known. However, networks with strong ties are characterised by ‘trust and 
predictability’. (Ibarra, 1993, p. 63).
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METHODOLOGY

Four case studies of networks were selected for further study. Four examples cannot 
provide a representative sample of networks but those chosen indicate a range of 
size, function and type (see Tables 1 and 2, pp. 30-31). Two were chosen from the field 
of education, one from another part of the public sector: medicine and the fourth,  
a network of ‘outstanding women’, draws its members mainly from the private but 
also from the public sector. In each case, a number of women from each network 
were interviewed. Meetings connected with three of the networks were attended 
and a number of documents related to the networks were reviewed. The four case 
studies are:

1. SWISS (Senior Women in Secondary Schools) 
Seven interviews: three with ‘founder’ members, who are now retired, and four with 
current heads.

2. TTGC (Through the Glass Ceiling) 
Seven interviews: two with founder members.

3. WinS (Women in Surgery) 
Five interviews, four with women consultant surgeons and one with the administra-
tor working with WinS.

4. Forum UK 
Fourteen interviews with ‘outstanding’ women in differing areas of the private sector 
including, oil, gas, engineering, finance, retail and recruitment.

The table on p. 31 analyses the networks through the concepts derived from the 
literature review. However, a table cannot do justice to the vitality of the networks or 
to the differences that emerged between them. The next few pages give a glimpse 
of the life of four contrasting women only networks considering: their growth through 
evolutionary stages; the extent to which they perceive continuing gender issues; the 
probable future of the network and the importance of women only (homophilous) 
groups in the work place.
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SWISS (Senior Women in Secondary Schools)

SWISS (Senior Women in Secondary Schools) is a county-wide group for women 
set up in 1990 by the only four women secondary heads in a local authority that 
then had 61 secondary schools. A founder member commented: “it developed 
because there was a clear need to support women and help them get promotion… 
it became very clear that in many schools women felt it was difficult to get on.”

Evolutionary stages

The group went through evolutionary stages, moving quickly from survival, to support 
and voice, with the possibility of the group now ‘exiting’ or possibly returning to the 
functions of survival and support. 

At the start, they provided informal support for each other within the steering group, 
‘a sort of informal mentoring’. The group had an enormous impact locally and some 
national coverage in the 1990s, when the group was very active and offered a lot 
of CPD to women in secondary schools. One founder member commented about 
the early years of SWISS:

We could share how to deal with problems. Getting that confidence 
was magic. However, it was damned hard work organising SWISS while 
running a school. The need for support for women kept on going. 

The group ran a conference and obtained HR support from the local authority which 
enabled them to collect relevant statistics raising awareness of gender-related 
promotion issues. 

The climate began to change in the late 1990s with a downturn in the demand 
for the training offered. Since 2000, the numbers attending the SWISS meetings 
have been in steady decline until now when meetings are infrequent and are only 
attended by a handful of members who are all head teachers;

As women stopped going to the courses so it became just the Steering 
Group as it is now. It was self-help, they did their own training, for instance 
bringing policies and good practice to share at the meetings. It was 
practical professional support. They could discuss what was going on 
nationally and locally and try and make sense of it all. At a personal level, 
over lunch, they used to informally support each other. For example 
they could share personal issues and problems and discuss them when 
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elsewhere that might be seen as a sign of weakness.

They no longer offer training to other women and the whole future of the organisation 
is under question. One of the interviewees commented:

It is dear to our hearts. Initially it was for mutual support. Then it spread into 
being for management support. As we retired it seemed like the younger 
ones did not think it was needed any more.

It is possible that the organisation has gone through its ‘life cycle’ and is no longer 
needed.  However, almost all of those interviewed were keen to see it continue. Even 
though younger women are apparently less interested in women’s organisations 
and networks and do not necessarily perceive that there might be gender related 
problems, some of those interviewed thought that discrimination was still a real issue 
although subtler than before.

Perceptions of continuing gender issues

When asked whether she had experienced career barriers a current head 
commented:

Until recently I would have said ‘no’. I think I was quite naïve. I found 
it difficult to believe there could be discrimination because I was a 
woman. My background would never let me believe it was possible. 
Recently, over the last five years I have met blatant prejudice.

The prejudice she experienced related to the absence of women interviewees for 
headship in one case and in another there being no appointment because the 
women interviewed were ‘too strong’, meaning that ‘they would challenge governors 
who are complacent about their schools.’ Another head expressed concern that the 
years when more women were appointed might now be coming to an end: “we 
worry that it is lurching back again. There are fewer women appointed now. They are 
appointing young men in grey suits.” 

This view was echoed by another member:

I have a nasty feeling that the curve is going down again. Women don’t 
aspire to be heads for all the wrong reasons. It is a waste of resources for 
the country as a whole.
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The future for SWISS

Although the training function of SWISS is no longer needed, since CPD for teachers 
has improved and leadership courses offered through National College of School 
Leadership have been developed, one useful role has been acting as a type of 
induction for new women heads in the area:

At first it was very useful in getting other female heads’ interpretations on 
how they were dealing with new issues and to chew the fat. There was 
always time for individuals to bring issues, particularly personnel issues, 
how to tackle them.

Another head also saw the current and future role of SWISS as being to support 
aspiring women head teachers and other senior women:

We needed to do something different examining our role in developing 
women leaders in education. As well as supporting new leaders, we 
need to support the ones we have got.

Most of them, particularly the current heads, saw the basic function as still being 
mutual support for serving women head teachers:

It is networking, useful to sit down and share experiences, whinge and 
moan and to have the time to do that. You also hear what is going on. It 
helps on getting a handle on things.

It is for networking, being able to ring up and ask for advice… 

It offers support when you have had enough.

There is some doubt about the life of the organisation if the membership does not 
increase again:

I am not sure if it will be an on-going thing. We are all at the end of the 
telephone for each other but it needs enough people to meet for a 
momentum. I think it will carry on unofficially, not necessarily with a formal 
agenda, but a get-together over a cup of tea. I think there is enough 
impetus to keep it going.

It was clear from the interviews and the meeting attended that the members believe 
that there is a special role to play for a women only network.
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Importance of women only groups

The women found special support from women only groups. They identified a 
number of ways in which they perceive that men work differently from women, to 
the disadvantage of women. Their perceptions are that men:

 • are less likely than women to admit their failings within a group;

 • are more concerned about maintaining an imposing image;

 • use sport as a focus for natural networking;

 • generally exhibit higher levels of confidence than women.

The main reason why the group is still valued by its members appears to be that it 
gives them the freedom to talk more openly than they might in a mixed peer group:

SWISS filled a real need. We could meet and let our hair down, say ‘how 
do we cope with this?’ We could not do that in a mixed group. Men 
would appear to have the answers even though they did not.

Also there was awareness that women may need to network to counter the natural 
networking of men: “we [women heads] did not have the sort of networks that men 
have – rotary, cricket clubs – even the men’s loo!” “I’m not a member of a golf 
club. I don’t follow a football team or go to a pub. It is always difficult having a 
conversation with men. Men immediately have something in common. Football, 
cricket and rugby are major items.”

The women perceived differences in relation to the confidence levels of men and 
women Commenting on training for aspiring heads one said: “we find that the men 
tend to think: this is me, take it or leave it. Women are their own worst enemies, they 
are the biggest doubters. As a generalisation, men look outwards to blame and 
women look in.” Although perceived as a weakness, the tendency to analyse their 
actions and reflect on them could be seen as a strength in leadership.

The confidence issue was also raised in relation to current headship: “when things 
go well there is no feedback for heads. Women find this more difficult than men, as 
men create their own little world of self-esteem and are more impervious to what is 
going on outside their little bubble.”
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Concluding statement

Although the number of current members may mean that it is not possible for this 
network to continue, it has proved to be of value to its members, offering them 
opportunities that mixed groups did not, providing support as a mainly expressive 
network. The current percentage of women secondary school head teachers in the 
area is still around 25% (Fuller, 2009) although the proportion of women teachers in 
secondary schools is well above 50%. These figures together with the perceptions of 
continuing subtle discrimination seems to indicate the need for the continuation of 
this women only network offering not only support but also ‘voice’.
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Women in Surgery (WinS)

Women in Surgery (WinS) is a national organisation founded through the Department 
of Health and the Royal College of Surgeons of England in 1991 as Women in 
Surgical Training (WiST) and then relaunched and rebranded in November 2008 
as Women in Surgery. The organisation(s) were founded in the context of surgery 
being a male-dominated speciality of medicine with women still making up only 6% 
of consultant surgeons. It is an example of a prescribed rather than an emergent 
network, although individual women surgeons are conscious of a need for such a 
network.

Evolutionary Stages

As it was a prescribed network, the purpose was always support and voice. The 
main aim of WiST was to increase numbers of women surgeons and their main 
emphasis was on training. To start with, the organisation focused on networking and 
on running a conference, putting women surgeons in touch with each other and 
promoting role models. In the late 1990s research showed that women were put off 
surgery before medical school, so the organisation expanded to work with school 
age pupils and to show them that surgery was an option. WiST ran school events, 
conferences and networks of women surgeons regionally. Events were arranged 
locally but the organisation lost momentum and it also lost funding from the DoH in 
2005. WiST had been negatively perceived by some and before the re-branding the 
organisation was seen as ‘whining’. A re-consideration of how they worked led to the 
development of WinS in its current form. 

When WiST became WinS it had one main aim of raising the profile of women in 
surgery. The stance taken by WinS is that everyone should have equal treatment. 
Women are not thought to need special treatment and it was reported that some 
women surgeons: ‘don’t like the whole gender thing’. The mission statement of WinS 
is: ‘to encourage, enable and inspire women to fulfil their surgical ambitions’. 

There are over 2,000 members, including probably less than half of the women 
consultants. Their database is the members of the College where there is an 
administrator responsible for the organisation and who acts as a central deposit 
of knowledge. The organisation works at all levels with their main priorities being 
school students, medical students, foundation and core trainees, speciality trainees, 
speciality doctors and consultants. 

WinS tries to have a media profile and is moving more towards the ‘voice’ stage of 
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having more political and lobbying functions. The chair of Wins has been co-opted 
on a committee with the Chief Medical Officer looking at ‘Opportunity Blocks’ who 
are now formally working on ways in which the medical profession can reform and 
attract women to specialities where they are badly represented. They are also aware 
of the importance of changing the perceptions of girls still in school who might reject 
the possibility of becoming a surgeon.

Functions in relation to women consultant surgeons

The perception amongst the consultants interviewed was that WinS had limited 
applicability to them, mainly because surgery is such a diverse profession, with each 
surgical speciality having its own society. One respondent commented:

Not sure how useful WinS is. It has a role in the College to support 
women and enable opportunities. It is a bit broad-based, talking about 
opportunities to students, right through training and then consultants, and 
therefore does not address specifics along the way.

The organisation promotes networking and keeping the consultants informed, so 
that they can support their own careers. It is not common but they might informally 
mentor each other, and when this occurs, it could be brokered by the organisation.  
The organization works with the Flexible Training Adviser at the Royal College of 
Surgeons, as some of the issues that face senior women are those of work flexibility.  
WinS provide information to them on those options. 

Perceptions of continuing gender issues

The consultants interviewed were very aware of the culture changing.

In the past women in surgery were seen as strange, they were either 
operating like men, or were rather odd. Patients still don’t think that as 
a woman you will be doing the operation. Patients always talked to my 
houseman when I was a registrar. It makes me smile really. These days 
we are much more acceptable to the public, but the public expectation 
is that it will be a man. Whilst is it still 6% of consultant surgeons who are 
women it won’t change.

Changes to workloads (for example the European Work Directive) and career 
structures as well as the culture have meant that women are now more able to 
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combine surgery with having a family, for example delaying having children until 
they reach the level of consultant.

Yes, it got easier in the last five years because the culture has changed. 
Blokes are now wanting to be involved with their children and go into 
school for school concerts etc.  The old blokes have retired, so it is not 
seen as weird anymore.

They were aware that in a male dominated work situation they might lose out on 
informal ‘locker room’ mentoring, and all of them were aware that patients and 
others expected surgeons to be men. Several of them had encountered a form of 
bullying at different stages of their career. One felt that bullying of women was still 
endemic:

I may meet people who say they haven’t been bullied. They may be 
tough and that’s why. Others who have got through the system are very 
careful watching their backs.

Others felt that on occasions in their career, being female had been an advantage 
as they ‘stood out’. 

In the male dominated world of surgery there is a fear that an organization focussing 
on women may be trivialised. The chair of WinS stated:

I hope for it to be seen as a professional organisation, to be seen as 
formal. It has been criticised as being informal, for gossip and chitchat.  
I want it to be seen as a professional organisation with teeth, acting as a 
beacon and source of information and encouragement. I would like all 
medical students and doctors to have heard of us.

The future for WinS

They hope to encourage enough women into surgery to make the organization 
redundant. One respondent compared their future to the example of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology which was a field dominated by men “about 20 years ago and it is 
just not like that any more”. In the meantime they aim to do more to support more 
senior grades as well as encouraging young women in medical school and before 
and nourishing their media profile.

The chair felt that getting the proportion of women surgeons to 20% was a realistic 
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aim, and taking a somewhat essentialist view commented that: “You can’t get away 
from genetics. Surgery will attract strong-minded ambitious females and there are 
only a proportion of these amongst women”.

Concluding statement

WinS serves broad instrumental rather than expressive functions focusing on getting 
the message across to the public via the media, to schools, medical schools and 
the wider medical community that women can be surgeons. They are trying to 
change the image and at the same time bring about changes within the profession 
that will help to attract and support women into surgery. When asked where they get 
their support, the women surgeons interviewed only mentioned WinS in passing and 
tended to rely more on colleagues, family and friends.  The interviews revealed an 
aversion to special treatment for women and a belief that the culture had changed 
positively for women. Although the bullying of women that was mentioned hints 
of deeply rooted prejudice, the general hope was that WinS would needed only 
for supporting a further decade of changing gender attitudes before becoming 
redundant.
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Through the Glass Ceiling (TTGC)

Through the Glass Ceiling (TTGC) is a networking organization that was started by a 
small number of senior women academics in 1990. One of the founders summed 
up the stages of survival, support and voice when she stated:

it was founded (1) to support those of us who were on a leadership 
trajectory through the glass ceiling, (2) to support us in changing cultures 
on that journey, and when there (3) raising awareness with other women.

Another of those interviewed stated that: “The main aims were to provide a networking 
forum for senior women in HE, and to inform and support. We ran conferences and 
would invite someone in an appropriate position to talk about current academic 
issues in the context of a supportive environment for senior women.”

The original members worked at the then polytechnics and were committed to 
wider access to higher education. They would also have identified as feminists.

Evolutionary stages

Through the Glass Ceiling was set up to support the idea that ‘women were fitted 
for Higher Education Leadership’. They offered a place for ‘survival’. One founder 
referred to: “a culture of the time that included a set of unexpressed rules [for 
leadership] that women did not have access to”. TTGC was both expressive and 
instrumental, offering support as well as information giving and opportunities for 
networking and development:

It is a supportive, comfortable network where members can unload and 
be themselves which is very unusual. Also it is useful in disseminating 
information about research in gender issues. Where else would you get 
this information? It is incredible to have access to academic researchers 
in gender. That has been wonderful, people like xxxx who are able to give 
knowledge.

I see its functions in terms of staff development that I am not getting 
elsewhere, e.g. discussions about where is HE going? They are a 
supportive group of academics and you can say anything and it will 
not get out. Also they are people outside your institution which is always 
useful. We have nice conferences in nice places.



20

The membership is declining and was never more than about 100. At the current 
level the present organisers feel it is no longer big enough to be run as a subscription 
organisation and they held a conference in November 2008 to celebrate the 
existence of the organisation and consider its future. The reasons for the decline 
include the fact that HE institutions are less willing to give organisers time to carry 
out formal duties concerned with the organization. One of the early members also 
commented on the backlash to feminism and that:

The reduction in members may be a function of its time. Our age group 
had a powerful interest to come together to work and support each 
other. It does not appeal to the younger women. They will find out the 
problems and I suspect they will have to find their own solutions. It’s a bit 
sad, but things have their time. It has been a great network.

The future

All those interviewed wanted the organization to continue, but saw that it could not 
continue in its present form and would have to be as a ‘loose networking organisation’ 
or an ‘informal network’ making use of the internet and e-mail. There were hopes 
that it might be possible to run further annual conferences, particularly as several 
Vice-chancellors are members and might be able to rotate the conference at their 
universities. 

There was awareness that the membership of the organization was biased towards 
an older age group: “We need a generational shift. There are a lot heading to 
retirement. We do need to bring in a new generation to take it forward. I’m going to 
give it a shot. Make sure people know about it and see what happens.”

Some of those interviewed had joined more recently:

I have only been a member of TTGC for four years. I still feel that there 
is a need for that sort of association, but we have not been able to get 
younger women to join. It is not perceived as a need. Maybe if we keep 
it going there will be more demand.

One interviewee placed the decline of TTGC in a wider context of change:

Young people, not just women are not joining organisations. People 
have a different model of working now: informal networks, on-line 
communication, more transient contacts. People bump into each other, 



21

do useful things and move on. Commitment is limited to what shall I do 
this evening. We have to find a way to tap into that and find something 
that works for the next generation.

Another commenting on the changing culture identified the possibility of a wider 
focus on diversity of all kinds rather than just gender: “There is more flexibility, more 
awareness of the need for work/life balance. There is more diversity, more people 
in management with more varied backgrounds. We need a new sort of role-
modelling, and a new conversation with men. Now it is about inclusion and action 
to keep groups more diversely based: a new celebration of all that is good about 
difference.”

It was reported to me through a personal communication in June 2009 that TTGC 
had now officially ceased to exist.

Perceptions of continuing gender issues

Those interviewed were unwilling to see TTGC fade away because they were aware 
of continuing gender issues even though younger women might be less aware:

I think TTGC is needed. We agreed that we can’t just let this collapse. I 
encouraged them to think about alternative ways, like setting up a blog. 
Women in academia don’t know about TTGC, but I can see they need it. 
There is a whole generation of women who will need it. The percentage 
of professors who are women is still very bad.

The percentage of professors who are women was reported by the EOC (2007) as 
being 17 percent. 

Even those who felt that gender had not been a problem in their career development 
supported the continuation of the organization:

It’s been extremely useful and supportive for me and I’ve learned a lot. 
I’ve not had issues with gender, but you don’t have to. I really think it’s a 
good thing to be keeping these things in discussion.

I am aware of the issues out there in the wider HE context. I realise I have 
made it to a high level and there may be women who need support and 
that this is a way of putting something back.
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Importance of women only groups

The women members of TTGC who were interviewed were clear that a women 
only group of this type had offered a particularly appropriate form of support. One 
commented: “It was like going into a warm bath when I joined it.”

The organization was seen as being particularly useful when there were difficult times 
in HE: ‘when people were being pushed around’ and that in group of women: ‘they 
were able to talk freely and get support from each other and that it is more difficult 
to open up when it is a mixed group.’

However, one respondent did offer the caveat that HE institutions are in competition 
with each other in the current educational policy context and that might limit the 
extent of honest discussion.

Members who had joined more recently commented on the particular networking 
opportunities that TTGC offers: “I met people from a range of backgrounds and 
positions. It has helped my confidence to be able to phone up a VC somewhere, it 
gives you confidence to move on. I was very fortunate.”

Concluding statement

Through the Glass Ceiling represents a women only network that is country wide, 
drawing membership from leaders in Higher Education, some from colleges where 
women are well represented in senior management. They report a lack of interest 
from their younger colleagues but retain a sense that gender issues are still there 
and comment that it may only be a matter of time before the younger generation 
of women in academic life realise this.

The organization seems set to ‘exit’ in the sense that it will no longer exist formally and 
will rely on the energies of individuals to organise any future conferences. However, 
members had been keen to set up and develop innovative electronic means of 
communication.
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Forum UK

Forum UK is part of the International Women’s Forum (IWF) which is a world wide 
network operating in 62 countries. The parent organisation IWF was set up in 1983 as 
“a networking vehicle for top women leaders in the business world and professions. 
Today, IWF is a world-class leadership association of global importance providing 
access, information, leadership exchange and development for women on issues 
of international concern.” (http://www.iwforum.org/aboutus.aspx). The IWF has an 
educational and charitable arm called The Leadership Foundation which uses 
the expertise of the organization to promote leadership development for women 
internationally.

Forum UK was founded in 1989 and now has 200 members representing women 
leaders in ’20 areas of endeavour’. Forum UK has a Board of Directors and four 
standing committees. It offers seminars, special events, breakfasts and other 
opportunities for networking and the international organisation offers conferences.

The nature of the organization

As a twenty year old organization in the UK with invited members and in the context 
of the wider international organization, the functions do not appear to be changing. 
This strong organisation is valued by its members and seen as offering a range of 
activities and benefits particularly linked to networking

One interviewee summed up the functions of the organization and its unique 
properties:

Obviously networking, camaraderie and social events. The more networks 
you have the better. A woman’s organisation like this is a comfortable 
networking arrangement. We can do girly things together. Women’s 
organisations can be powerful as networks, but you do have to make 
the effort.

Forum UK epitomizes a network with weak links (Granovetter, 1973) where members 
come from very different areas, allowing business and social links to be made 
between people who might otherwise not meet each other, including links made 
across national borders.

Its great advantage, even at 200 members, is that it is basically a peer 
group of women from different occupations and professions. If we didn’t 
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have a judge or a musician, we went out and got one. It’s as diverse as 
we can make it so in my experience. For example, if you have a legal 
problem in Paris you can ring someone and say ‘how do I deal with this?’

Forum over the years has been useful. I have found some good friends 
there, women you respect. It is nice to work with people who are not in 
your industry. I have met people from technology, astronauts, senators. It 
is an unbelievably pre-eminent organisation.

The importance of international links and activities were particularly stressed by some 
members:

Forum UK is a very interesting and strong group. They have helped the 
women in the peace process in Northern Ireland and have done other 
international work very well. For a women’s group in a society like this to 
reach out internationally and be seen and to stimulate discussion about 
what women can do gives hope. The spin off is all types of things like 
charities, helping in the disadvantaged world. That is what I see of value.

The strength of the organization and the status of the members provide the potential 
for bringing about a change in work culture:

What we’ve done recently is to link it in better with business objectives 
like increasing diversity. So we can ask what is the role of the network in 
delivering these business objectives?

Another member commented that she had joined Forum because of seeing a real 
barrier to women becoming Board members of FTSE 100 companies as: “Forum 
does try and find ways to get through it.”  

Women currently make up about 10 per cent of the directors of the FTSE 100 
companies, and women from ethnic minorities make up just 0.4 per cent. (EOC, 
2007)

The perceptions of continuing gender issues

Although members of Forum UK are recognised as successful and outstanding 
women, all those interviewed are aware of gender issues in the workplace for 
example:
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I think it is still difficult for women to get to the top. You have to be 
ambitious and not as many women are ambitious as men. There are 
still stereotypes and there is still bias against women. If you have children 
or an elderly parent it’s just hellish as you don’t have a wife at home to 
delegate all that to.

There is a view that the dominant male, white culture is not often questioned and 
that change is slow:

It just isn’t changing, it’s ingrained. People are more conscious, more 
aware, but it is inevitable, you tend to gravitate to people who are like 
yourself. It takes a special person to reach out to work with someone 
different. It is not just a man/ woman thing. It is difficult for people to 
reach out to ethnic minorities. I’ve had plenty of experience of that too.

Although there are some positive changes taking place:

the male/female thing is changing with all the changes in the law which 
affects race, religion, colour, disability, age and all of that is making people 
more aware of their own personal behaviour. That helps with the female 
side of it. Sure there are industries where it still happens, for example in 
the construction industry, where there will be women trailblazers and it will 
change. The world is changing you can’t brand anyone as this or that 
any more, it has made people a little more understanding of different 
people.

Some of those interviewed were aware that in certain circumstances being a 
woman in leadership can be advantageous, if challenging:

There are some advantages in being the first or nearly first woman 
provided that you are prepared to help the men in setting conventions 
on how to deal with you.

Although the culture may be changing, one woman referred to cases of women in 
the City being bullied:

the culture around the trading floors is very aggressive, almost 
animalistically aggressive. If you go into that you have to realise you are 
in a zoo. If you don’t like it, get out of it. I am not sure it is a productive 
culture to be in. It comes down to reward mechanisms. If the thing to do 
is to roar down the street in a Ferrari in front of your mates, they will kill for 
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that. A woman who is content with a bonus of £5 million not £15 million is 
not even playing the game on the same terms. There are terrible culture 
clashes. Probably women are good at analysing stuff but not the rest of it.

The future for Forum UK

The slow progress of women into leadership positions means that there will be a 
continuing need for this network. The value that women obtain from membership 
of Forum UK means it is set to continue on its current successful course. However, 
members were aware of the need to check on the age profile and representation 
from different sectors.

[Forum UK] has tended to become quite old, and too dominated by 
people in arts and the third sector. It needs more women in the corporate 
world to have a critical mass there. 

It does need to re-invent itself, it is getting a bit old. We need to keep a 
balance between people like me who are basically retired but active 
and younger women, and also do new things, new events. There are so 
many things going on we need to be fresh and innovative.

The importance of women only groups

Some of those interviewed saw themselves as ‘natural’ networkers but some had 
been reluctant to spend time networking. However, older members stated that 
they would advise younger women to join a women only network. The women 
membership of Forum UK was seen as offering a very special type of support.

There are absolutely fantastic women in it who are wonderful. It is a 
unique organisation, you can just be yourself. You don’t have to sell or 
explain yourself. It is tremendously supportive in a unique way. 

I never believed in women’s organisations till I joined one. You find you 
can talk in ways that are different. There is a sort of camaraderie. One is 
not let down. There is something about it. No one believes it till it happens.

In some cases women had been reluctant joiners of an all women organization:

Forum UK has different sorts of women. Joining it for me was an enormous 
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step. I’ve never supported women’s only anything. I never thought women 
should be in cliques.

Women only networks were also seen as a contrast to male networks which 
completely exclude women:

I was told that I don’t network enough. There are social networks all 
to do with golf and playing sport. Maybe if a woman is an incredibly 
extrovert, particular character who takes on the persona of a man, 
maybe she could join, but it would be extraordinarily difficult. One of 
the men I knew who was a mentor to me once said that when he was 
appointing managers he would always look for involvement in a team 
sport, because it would mean the person would be a team player. I 
pointed out that would exclude me and asked: ‘would you not appoint 
me because I can’t hit a ball with a bat?’ He realised that he needed to 
think about what he had just said.

Concluding statement

Forum UK is a mature and successful women only network. Membership is by 
invitation and is specifically designed to include as diverse range of women as 
possible. In terms of evolutionary stages, it offers space for survival, support and voice. 
Although it does not specifically operate as a pressure group, it supports individual 
members who are in influential positions in all work areas. It allows the transfer of 
information between and within sectors and provides women with extensive and 
potentially powerful networking opportunities at the highest levels within a supportive 
environment.
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CONCLUSION

The four contrasting all women networks were all founded within two years of each 
other, responding to a culture that was influenced by the women’s movement, the 
second wave of feminism. Twenty years later they are not overtly feminist although 
they owe their existence to the continuing need of women leaders for support in the 
work place.

Three of the networks operate in the public sector. Two are in education and are 
facing a reduction in membership which may mean their extinction or reduction 
to informal meetings and virtual meetings on the internet. Most of those working in 
education are women, but nevertheless women leaders in secondary and tertiary 
education are very much in the minority. The women that make up the membership 
of SWISS and TTGC are aging, and their younger ‘sisters’ do not seem to feel the 
same need for an all women support organization.  Nevertheless the women who 
make up these networks believe that there is a need for the organization to continue. 
However, if they are to be seen in evolutionary terms, both organizations seem set 
to ‘exit’.

The third network in the public sector is WinS, the only example of a prescribed 
network. It is operating in a culture that is predominantly male and where bullying 
of women consultants occurs. This group of women accept that things have been 
heavily weighted against women, but generally are certain that changes benefiting 
women will continue. In evolutionary terms their main function is that of ‘voice’ as the 
aim is to amend the public image of the surgeon.  Further differences are that WinS 
is operating more as an arm of the official body that founded it and it has less of an 
expressive function than the other three.

The fourth network, Forum UK includes women leaders in all sectors, but the voices 
heard here are mainly those of women in the private sector. This is the strongest of 
the four networks and although all four include women leaders, this network includes 
those who may be the most influential. The network is secure and is functioning 
well. It is expressive and instrumental, manifesting support through the exchange of 
knowledge and making links between women in relatively diverse work areas. 

All four networks have offered forms of training as well as support and are providing 
role models to younger women. 

All four emerged to help remedy the scarcity of women in leadership roles in the 
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workplace and in response to the informal and formal male networks which have 
helped to keep men disproportionately in positions of power 

It is difficult to estimate the effectiveness of women only (homophilous) networks in 
supporting women, if only because support may mean such different outcomes.  For 
example, a woman might be encouraged to apply for promotion she had previously 
thought out of her reach or a woman might be supported to resist promotion or to 
make a thought through exit from a responsible job. A network will also facilitate the 
exchange of information, for example finding out about an unadvertised vacant 
position or receiving informed advice from a senior person in the field. However, it 
may be true that “women will receive less network benefit [than men] because of 
existing cultural norms.” (Perriton, 2006. p. 108) and that “there is no simple way of 
overcoming the gender advantage held by one sex by recreating the behaviour 
(and social mechanisms) that exist for the other and assuming it will result in a level 
leadership playing field”. (ibid, p. 112)

Nevertheless, a particular positive quality of the three emergent women only networks 
is that their expressive function appears to provide an opportunity for speaking 
honestly and openly in a way that a mixed forum does not allow. Women value 
highly these opportunities which would not be available elsewhere.

Making 
contacts

Training Information 
Exchange

Social 
Events

Offering a 
safe place 
to talk

Other

SWISS    

TTGC    

WinS     Informing 
Media

Forum     
Internation-
al Confer-
ences

Table 1: Current functions of the four networks



31

SWISS TTGC WinS Forum

Nature

Balance of 
Instrumental/
expressive

50/50 60/40 80/20 60/40

Evolutionary 
stage

Exit Exit Voice Support/Voice

Feminist No Originally No No

Structure and size

Prescribed/ 
emergent

Emergent Emergent Prescribed Emergent

Mode of 
operation

Informal Formal but 
changing

Formal Formal

Current size 20 50 2,000 200

Membership Head teachers 
of Secondary 
schools

Leaders in HE Surgeons 
and potential 
surgeons

‘Outstanding’ 
women

Location

Public/private 
sector

Public Public Public Private and 
Public 

National/
regional/
international

Regional National National National/ 
International

Organisation 
or profession-
wide or across 
sectors

Organisation
(one LA)

Profession
wide

Profession
wide

Across sectors

Qualities

Range (diversity) Narrow Narrow Narrow Wide

Tie strength and 
density

Strong Fairly strong Fairly strong Weak

Table 2: Analysis of the four networks





33

REFERENCES

Fuller, K. (2009) Women secondary head teachers: alive and well in Birmingham at 
the beginning of the twenty-first century, in Management in Education Vol. 23, 
No. 1, pp. 19 – 31.

Coleman, M. (2008) Annotated bibliography: Support and Development for Women 
Senior Leaders at Work. http://www.wlecentre.ac.uk/cms/files/projectreports/
annotated_bibliography_support_and_development_for_women_senior_
leaders_at_work.pdf

EOC (Equal Opportunities Commission) (2007) Sex and Power: who runs Britain? 
Manchester, EOC.

Gaskell, J. and Taylor, S. (2003) The Women’s Movement in Canadian and Australian 
Education: from liberation and sexism to boys and social justice. Gender and 
Education, Vol. 15, No., 2, pp. 151 – 168.

Granovetter, M.S. (1973) The Strength of Weak Ties, in The American Journal of 
Sociology, Vol. 78, No. 6., pp. 1360 – 1380.

Hackney, C.E. and Runnestrand, D. (2003) ‘Struggling for authentic human synergy 
and a robust democratic culture: The Wellspring Community for Women in 
Educational Leadership’, in Advancing women in Leadership, Spring.

Ibarra, H. (1992) Homophily and Differential Returns: Sex Differences in Network 
Structure and Access in an Advertising Firm, in Administrative Science Quarterly, 
Vol. 37, No. 3. pp. 422 – 447.

Ibarra, H. (1993) Personal networks of women and minorities in management: A 
conceptual framework in Academy of Management, Vol. 18, No. 1. pp. 56 – 87.

McCarthy, H. (2004) Girlfriends in High Places, London, Demos 

Perriton, L. (2006) Does Woman + Network = Career Progression? In Leadership, Vol. 
2, No. 1, pp. 101 – 113.

Pini, B., Brown, K. and Ryan C. (2004) Women-only networks as a strategy for change? 
A case study from local government in Women in Management Review, Volume 



34

19, Number 6, 2004, pp. 286-292

Singh, A., Vinnicombe, S. and Kumra, S. (2006) Women in formal corporate networks: 
an organizational citizenship perspective, Women in Management Review, 
Volume 21, Number 6, 2006, pp. 458-482

Suseno, Y., Pinnington, A.H. and Gardner, J. (2007) Gender and the Network Structures 
of Social Capital in Professional-Client Relationships, in Advancing Women in 
Leadership Online Journal, Vol. 23 Spring.





Series Editor:
Norbert Pachler




