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1.0
Introduction

This report details the main findings to emerge from focus group research carried out by Lowland Market Research on behalf of North Ayrshire Council with regard to people's experience of gender equality as employees within the Council.  

1.1
Objectives and Methodology

North Ayrshire Council is presently developing a Gender Equality Scheme.  To inform and assist with this a series of four focus groups have been developed with employees of North Ayrshire Council to ascertain their view and opinions with regard to the experience they have at the moment and how this could be developed for the future.    


Focus Group Composition


In total four focus groups were developed with a cross section of staff from throughout North Ayrshire Council.  The composition of the groups were as follows;


Group 1 – male employees from the former manual grades.


Group 2 – female employees from the former manual grades. 


Group 3 – male employees from the former apt&c grades.


Group 4 – female employees from the former apt&c grades.


The focus groups were developed within the confines of the research budget to reflect a broad cross section of staff from different job types and service areas, as well as age and length of tenure within the authority.  

1.2
Report Structure

The following sections of the report are structured around the topic guide used and outlines in both narrative and bullet points the types of responses and comments received during the focus groups.  The bullet points give rich examples of specific perspectives with regard to the subject matter, highlighting clearly and contextualising the more general narrative.


Qualitative research by its nature produces a large amount of information; the report has therefore been segmented into discreet sections to aid understanding.  Readers should be careful, however, not to view each section in isolation but maintain an awareness that many of the issues are inter-linked and should be assessed and actioned in a joined up manner.   

1.3 Topic Guide

Open the discussion by asking people what it is like working for North Ayrshire Council.

Experience of Working for North Ayrshire Council

Issues to be explored will include;

· Opportunities for promotion and career progression –are there any barriers

· Physical working conditions including public areas

· Health and safety issues

Streaming

· experience of formal education and educational opportunities – did they have open/wide choices or were they directed in a particular way

· job segregation- consider male and female job roles, are there opportunities in all job areas for both men and women

· Discuss influences on opportunities – organisational, service, societal

Training;

Comment on various aspects of training including;

· Have personal development reviews been undertaken – when and what is outcome

· Relevance/quality

· Awareness , Opportunity and access to training

· Encouragement to learn new skills

Management style and practice

· Do managers and supervisors give support and guidance

· Consultation and Involvement 

· Discuss stress, bullying, harassment and how/if they are dealt with

Policies and Practices

· Awareness of Council policies and procedures – childcare voucher scheme

· work/life balance and flexible working;

· childcare and other caring responsibilities and related Personnel policies e.g. on special leave;

· Terms and Conditions of employment

· Recruitment process

· Return from maternity leave - experiences

Harassment and Discrimination

· experience of discrimination or harassment

· How was it dealt with – outcome

· Violence to staff

Experience of using Council services 

· Gender equality in accessing council services – housing, planning, social work etc

Way Forward

· improvement opportunities for the Council

2.0
Research Outputs


2.1
Experience of working for the Council

All of the groups stated that in general the Council was a good place to work.  People commented on the terms and conditions of employment within the Council being an attraction to them.  Aspects such as pay, working conditions, holidays, sickness pay and pension all contributed to a positive view of the Council as an employer.  There was a perception that the Council was more secure than the private sector.  This may not be the case in reality but there was a feeling of security.  This is possibly influenced by the fact that they are working for a large organisation which provides them with a sense of stability.

There can also be a bit of a stigma associated with working for the Council.  This relates to the perception that many members of the public have that Council staff don’t work very hard and are lazy.  

Male staff from the former manual trades stated that the pay has got better in the council in comparison to that paid in some sectors of the private sector.  This is particularly so with regard to semi skilled and unskilled people in the council.  The semi skilled males working on the roads state that they are paid better that they would ever get in the private sector.

In contrast building services seem to be poorly paid for trades people, who would get better paid in the private sector.  

It was commented that there are many short term contracts in social work, this reduces peoples feeling of security and makes it difficult to plan their lives, for example borrowing money for a house.  There are fewer permanent posts, many people are on 3 month short term contracts.  In short term contracts, the feeling is that there isn’t quick enough support from personnel.  People on short term contracts have to wait till the last minute to see what is happening with their post, if it is being extended or if there is something else for them.  This is an a issue with social work management not informing personnel in time.

For many people working within North Ayrshire Council provides locally based employment which reduces both travelling time and costs.  

There is a feeling of fairness within the Council.  For instance for apt&c staff the pay is graded.  This ensures that whether it is a male or female employee on the same grade doing the same job they will be paid the same.  Comment was made that in the private sector there is a potential that men will be paid more than women for doing the same job.  In local government there is a structure, whereas in the private sector it can sometimes be a bit more informal.

Opportunities for career progression

Most people in the groups believed that there were the same opportunities for both male and female employees.  Opportunities for career progression are variable depending on the service in which people work.  It was commented that if people show willing and a level of enthusiasm for the job, then career progression can be there.

The flatter management structure lessens some opportunities for promotion particularly among apt&c staff.  In addition to this, career progression can often sometimes be limited for manual staff.  An example was given that in cemeteries for instance a member of staff may start as a seasonal grave digger, then progress to a permanent grave digger and then onto being a chargehand.  The opportunities for advancement beyond this are very limited.  In addition to this trades people in building services are also less likely to have opportunities for advancement in their field.

There seems to be a little more  opportunity within cleansing where it was stated that they look for staff to be multi skilled and to potentially get an HGV licence.  Staff indicated that they can then undertake a variety of tasks including road sweeping, lifting bins ,  driving, mechanical sweepers.  People stated that “if you show willing there is a bit of movement available”.  Staff stated that in the roads service they are also very keen for people to be multi skilled, which can lead to opportunities for career progression.

Issues of redeployment were also discussed, this can  reduce the opportunities for career progression as some people can be “parachuted “ into posts, reducing upward movement in a service.  Often when a promoted post comes up there may be a redeployment issue which results in no internal movement up through a service.

Physical Working Conditions including Health and safety

Health and safety is more of an issue for the employees involved in manual jobs.  APT&C staff had very  few issues with regard to health and safety.  In general the working conditions of the people in most of the groups are suitable.  Office based staff at Cunninghame house stated that the building is cold in the winter and very warm in the summer.  

On the fifth floor of Cunninghame House there are large numbers of staff located in the office space and that it can be very congested.  There are no meeting rooms and in the summer it gets very warm as there is no air conditioning.  There is no kitchen and people have to wash their cups or other dishes in the toilet sinks.

Surprisingly, the issue of toilet facilities came up in a couple of the groups.  It was stated that there was a lack of female toilets in the yards at cleansing depots.  This is an issue for female HGV drivers.  In another group a male teacher stated that there was no male toilet in the primary school he worked in.  Males have to use the disabled toilet which does not lock and opens out onto the main corridor.  The school is only 7 years old and was built with only female toilets.

With regard to the manual employees, all of the staff stated that health and safety was treated as important within the Council.  Staff stated that “It is like every where else – you are your own safety man.  It is as safe as you make it”.  They indicated that they get everything you require such as protective clothing and safety training.

Some of the groups commented that the amount of protective clothing they receive will vary depending on the service they work in.  For instance in social work they get one pair of trousers and 2 polo tops per year.  In the roads and grounds maintenance they seem to get as much protective clothing as they require.  For instance in building services they get 5 t shirts, 2 rugby shirts , a fleece etc.

2.2
Streaming

Issues to do with streaming in formal education and educational opportunities were primarily related to the age of the group member.  Older members of the groups were more likely to have a perception that at school there was an expectation that boys would go into a particular job area and girls into another.

Girls would do cooking and sewing and boys would do technical.  Even in academic subjects, boys were favoured.  It was commented that one woman wanted to do chemistry but the classes were full because more boys wanted to study the subject and they received preference.  She then did economics instead.  

Educational opportunities now are much more open, with both males and females feeling that they have the same opportunities.

A significant issue was probably lack of direction and guidance, many people came to the end of school and thought “what will I do now”.

In the males group of former manual grades, many of them wanted to leave school as quickly as they could.  In this area at the time they left school  young males  were able to get an apprenticeship.  Some of the group have taken qualifications since leaving school such as an HND and are starting to look for opportunities now.  


Job opportunities

Job segregation, again is an issue that older group members said that they experienced in the past.  Girls would be more likely to go into the caring professions such as nursing, teaching, clerical (office based) or factory work.  They were not likely to go into a trade or the Police for instance.  In contrast boys would be more likely to get a profession, a trade or perhaps work in a local mine.  Younger members of the focus groups see less of this, as do older members of the group now.

All of the groups see both men and women in almost any job imaginable.  They commented on women senior managers, HGV drivers and trades people.  They also pointed out that more men are involved in the caring jobs such as home carers, as well as more male cleaners and in catering roles.  Other examples included women being brought in as contract supervisors and the head of service in building services is a woman.  There are women in most different types of roles.    There are more stereotypical male roles now being filled by women rather than stereotypical female roles being filled by men.

The members of the female focus groups don’t think that there are more or less opportunities because they are women.  In services such as catering or housing services the staff are predominantly women and as such they will be in most roles including management.  Comment was made that there is a feeling that the whole of Cunninghame House is predominantly women, especially the clerical side of the work.  The senior positions in housing are also predominantly women.  One of the female group members said that she used to work in the private sector and there it was normally men that had the senior positions.  In social services all the top management jobs are female also, in the past it would all have been men.

Some of the groups commented on issues relating to the physical strength of female employees in manual roles such as roads and joinery.  The women may not be able to lift such heavy weights but they will be paid the same as a man.  It was felt that this  may be looked upon as being unfair.  

In home care if there is a requirement for heavy lifting or in situations where women employees don’t feel safe then the male workers will be sent in.  There is still a societal issue that men do certain jobs and women will do other jobs.  

In the past there was a perception that women couldn’t handle certain jobs such as  ones to do with cremation and burial.  This is no longer the case, there are more women involved in the management of this.  As stated previously there are more men involved in the care jobs.  Men however, are required possibly to do more of the physical roles.  Male staff in many services may also be expected to undertake the heavier, dirtier or more dangerous aspects of the job rather than female staff undertaking this.  Examples given included male homecare staff being sent to people who have fallen over, or who are more objectionable and female colleagues have refused to attend.

It was commented also that in teaching for instance, males tend to get the upper school  classes (P4-P7) rather than lower school and they also tend to get the more challenging classes. 

In apt&c job areas, it may also be the case that if there is an argumentative individual at a front desk it is a male colleague that is called upon to deal with them rather than a female staff member who may refuse.  

There is a perception that women in the cleansing service when they get to a certain age are deemed no longer able to undertake the heavier role and will need to be redeployed.  This is happening earlier that expected.  However, the males longevity in manual roles is longer and they may therefore not be getting this opportunity for lighter duties.  

In general the members of the groups do not see barriers to them achieving what they would like to do.  Society realises that we can get a man or a woman to undertake almost any role.  In the past people would say “you won’t get a woman to do that or you won't get a man to do that”.  Now we realise that the jobs can be undertaken by anyone willing and capable to do it regardless of gender.  In building services they now have a woman head of service which shows that women can take on a role like this which may historically have been a male dominated one.

Some of the male manual workers had the view that possibly if you are a woman you will get the job or opportunity, because they (the Council) are scared not to give the job.  

2.3
Training

Personal development reviews

Personal development reviews were undertaken across most of the staffing areas involved in the groups.  There was no particular common theme with regard to who did or did not receive a PDR, except that once again it was often dependent on the individual manager.

Apt&c staff indicated that the pdr is matched towards the business needs and often is more than an annual time frame.  The courses are matched to the proposed business needs of the service.  Sometimes the training may not be specific to the current job and more to a future proposed requirement.  

It was stated that it may be beneficial for pdr’s to be developed to include some form of performance appraisal as well.  It was commented upon that the pdr concentrated upon training needs rather than a wider appraisal of a persons job.  

Training

Most people in the groups felt that the training they receive was useful and relevant.  In building services they have a week long session of training and  refresher courses on an annual basis.

Many of the manual employees said that the internal courses mean very little if you are going for a job outwith  North Ayrshire  Council.  The courses are really there to allow the council to tick health and safety boxes regarding their jobs.  Much of it is to cover the insurance issues.   If anything happens to a member of staff then the council can state they have shown you how to do it right.  

The care training for social work home carers is based on courses for nurses rather than for care being provided in the community in peoples homes.  The relevance of the training provided could therefore be improved.  

As stated previously many of the services are trying to multi task/skill staff at the moment, for example in cleansing.  They will encourage staff such as bin men to go through driving qualifications or get qualifications in mechanical sweepers rather than just be a bin man.  This provides a more flexible work force but also means the staff will be better paid.

There was a high awareness of the training available and it was of a suitable quality.

People were encouraged to learn new skills, sometimes more than others depending on the service.  This was not gender related.  Staff are actually quite impressed with the level of opportunity to go on courses.

External courses were often subject to budget constraints, or at the discretion/decision of a manager.  Training such as this often depends on how much is in the training budget and who shouts loudest.  

2.4
Management Style and Practice

Management style and practice once again is something that varies depending on the different departments and the individual managers or supervisors in question.  

Some managers will be more consultative than others and more involving than others.  Consultation and involvement seems to be more prevalent within the apt&c staff as opposed to the manual staff.  Although  the roads manual staff said that they were widely involved and consulted on decisions that affected their jobs.  

In the grounds maintenance, the foremen don’t seem to be consulted on budgets  for machinery for instance.  In cleansing also, issues seem to be decided at area officers level, rather than ask the operators or foremen about the machinery.

Harassment and Discrimination

The issues of harassment or discrimination are seen to be taken very seriously within the council and there are policy and procedures in place to address these issues.  Members of the group said that managers and supervisors followed the procedure and issues are dealt with.

Stress

Issues to do with stress in the workplace were also discussed.  Most people stated that the jobs are only as stressful as they make it.  However, depending on the job, sometimes the stress can come from above.  In the manual jobs with both males and females it is often the foremen/supervisor who will get pressure (and potentially stress) from both below and above.  This can sometimes be a stressful job.  

Examples were given in grounds maintenance that they will not be allowed to recruit for full time positions.  “If someone retires you don’t get a replacement but get a seasonal person who needs to be trained up and is not as quick as the person who has retired”.  

In building services also they cannot get tradesmen, they get agency staff which makes life difficult, as once again these people may tend to be slower or less productive that experienced full time staff.

In both these services members of the focus groups stated that they don’t have the staff but management still expect the productivity levels to be maintained and this causes stress.  “They often want more work than is physically possible”.

Violence towards staff

This can be an issue for council staff where members of the public can become violent.  This is the case for trades people and care staff who may be going into people's homes.  The male trades people commented that there are a lot of areas which are "two man" areas, they cannot go with just one man because of potential safety issues with the public.  

The trades men stated that they received customer care training.  If someone is abusive to them, they were trained how to defuse the situation.  Some of the trades people stated that they were not there to calm people down.  If someone was abusive to them they just pick up their tool box and leave.  

The cleansing service has two way radios to all the vehicles and if they have problems they radio in and invariably are told to leave the area to reduce the likelihood of confrontation.

Grounds maintenance are hit with golf balls whilst cutting the grass or people are shot at with air rifles.  The members of the groups believed that the Council takes their safety seriously and that as much as possible is done to reduce these dangers.  They were however of the opinion that “if you work for the council and wear a uniform, you are in the public eye”.

2.5
Policies and Practices

As discussed previously, members of the groups felt that the terms and conditions of employment were in general good.  This was across all job areas and gender.  An issue that was raised was the increased number on temporary contracts and acting up.  People on temporary contracts felt less secure and in turn were less able to plan financially for the future such as borrowing money for a house.

People were aware of policies such as the childcare voucher scheme but none had experience of using it.  Other issues such as childcare and caring responsibilities and related personnel policies such as special leave were known of but it was stated that there doesn’t seem to be a Council wide means of implementing these policies.  It is often at the discretion of the manager.

Work life balance, flexible working

Many of the manual employees are treated differently to the apt&c staff.  Manual employees in general will normally have more fixed hours, for instance joiners and labourers who are predominantly men will work 8am to 4.30 pm or similar.  Grounds maintenance staff have summer and winter hours, however, it is not flexible hours for the staff, it is service driven.  

In general for male manual staff there is no work life balance or flexible working opportunities.  They work the hours they are told to work.

In contrast cleaning and catering staff who are more likely to be women seem to have more opportunity to have variable hours.  Many for instance will work early in the morning or later in the evening.  Some may work 12 hours a week in a kitchen.  Management will try to accommodate these type of requests to fit around family or other commitments.  

Male staff in many services may also be expected to undertake the heavier, dirtier or more dangerous aspects of the job rather than female staff undertaking this.  

Flexible working 

Male apt&c employees are less likely to request or consider compressed hours or job share for instance.  None of the male focus group participants worked compressed hours or job share.  These opportunities seem to be more female orientated – because females are more inclined to have childcare, family responsibilities.

There is a perception by some people that staff need to be in the office and need to be seen to be in the office, and that home working is for layabouts.  The perception is that if a man requested compressed hours he would be sending the wrong message to his managers.  If he was looking for promotion the management may perceive that they are not showing the right level of commitment by doing compressed hours.  To be promoted you must be in everyday and undertaking the expected role.  You are not showing the willingness to conform to organisational norms that a manager may expect.  

The view was expressed that there is potential for a council  to reduce the costs of office accommodation.  If people are working from home or compressed hours then it begins to free up expensive office space.  It will also reduce the pressure on parking requirements.  As a council they are committed to reducing their carbon footprint and this will assist in this. 

In teaching they don’t see men doing job share.  The perception is that if a household wants 1.5 salaries it is the man that works full time and the  woman works part time.  

The big issue for the male focus groups is that they could not afford to go job share or have reduced hours.  The groups see much of this as a societal issue.  Men work this way and women work another.  More women have child care responsibilities and there are more women single parents.  Therefore women may be more likely to require these different work patterns.  

The group of male apt&c staff are unaware if men are asking for this and being refused.  They do however, feel that job share, compressed hours or other flexible working options should be made available.  

Some of the women in the apt&c group were of the opinion that flexible working such as job share and compressed hours were only available to women with children under the age of 6 years.  

Recruitment process

Members of the groups thought the recruitment process was fair and well run.  People who had experience of the recruitment recently stated they were kept well informed with regard to the process.  The interview panels were professional and asked relevant questions.  In addition to this staff are informed not to canvas people for jobs as it may exclude that person from applying for posts.    

Other Policies

Comment was made that the childcare voucher scheme has been mis-sold.  “It looks as if the council are giving you money towards it but the reality is that the money comes off salaries at the top line so you do not pay tax or NI on it.  It looks as if people are getting a benefit from the council but they are not.  You are paying for it yourself but you don’t get taxed.  You save a few pounds in tax”.

Special leave is at the discretion of your manager, some people get it and some don’t.  Most people have a good experience of this and if required they have received special leave.  The consistency of implementing policies can be variable.  The policies are there but how they are put into practice can be different.

Much of the information is on navigate and people who do not have access to that may not have such good access to information.  People relying on circulars can often get information much later than other people, for instance job vacancies that come round the offices may be 2 weeks later and the job vacancies have ended.

2.6
Way forward for the Council

Members of the groups stated that the Council was a good employer but as with anything, there is always room for improvement.

The men working in a predominantly female service feel that the equality issue could be looked at from a male point of view.  They tend to get the heavy end of the stick, they will go into the homes with drug users and alcoholics.  

Flexible working requests are not being made by male employees.  It seems to be a service provided to people who have child care responsibilities, rather than for any other reason.  The groups felt that it would be interesting to see in a few years time if people are asking for varied hours and being refused if they are a male.
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